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ABSTRACT 
Jeffrey Weeks noted, “We are the makers of sexual history.” This dissertation explores the 
construction of sexual selves through a symbolic interactionist perspective. In the presentation of 
individuals’ shared narratives of who they are sexually and the capacity they have for sexual 
desire and behaviors, this study expands the range of how sexual selves emerge, develop, alter, 
sustain, transform, or deconstruct. Included in the investigation is the role social stigmatization, 
shame, and internal dialogues play in the emergence or hampering of sexual self-development. 
Through the stories people tell, this study explains the processual dynamic of sexual selfhood 
and how individuals do sexuality.  
1
CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 Sexuality is a key facet in the foundation of our social lives, identity, and personal well-
being. As sexuality allows a wide scope of activity, both internal and external, wherein anything 
is possible, research into human sexuality is critical for our understanding of this foundational 
aspect of our lives, as well as our continuing development as complete human beings. As a 
subject, sexuality provides a wide range of topics for researchers, including sexual orientations, 
sexual identities, dynamics within the LGBTQIA+ community, masturbation, religious attitudes 
on sex, birth control, sex toys, BDSM, fetishism, swinger lifestyles, cheating, polygamous 
marriages, fantasy, and sexual stigmatization, to name a few. 
 The purpose of the present research is to further our understanding of the process by 
which sexual selves are constructed. This research entails understanding how sexual selves 
emerge, develop, alter, sustain, transform or deconstruct, both internally and within the confines 
of the social realm. In addition, the current study focuses on the role social sexual stigmatization 
and shaming play in the emergence or hampering of sexual selves. I differentiate stigmatization 
from judgment as the former involves a discreditable personage or the discrediting of an 
individual due to their possession of attributes that are rejected based on social and cultural 
norms (Goffman 2009), whereas social judgment, as defined by Sherif and Hovland (1980) in 
their proposal of social justice theory, entails the social perceptions and evaluations by others in 
connection with current attitudes. For instance, a person known to engage in a sexual behavior 
that is considered by a majority of the members of society to be taboo will have their behavior 
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evaluated and the person may then be discredited or stigmatized for engaging in the socially 
unacceptable behavior. Shame is the feeling of dishonor or pain that emanates from recognizing 
one’s self as a discreditable person or being discredited by members of society. Shame and 
stigmatization are important variables to include in this work as this researcher does not believe 
that we fully understand the impact that social stigmatization and shame have on the construction 
of sexual selves, much beyond a superficial level. Finally, this work considers the role that inner 
conversations play in the sexual self-construction process. Empirically, research on inner 
conversations is practically non-existent (Schweingruber and Wahl 2018), certainly in the 
sociological arena. This work aims to demonstrate the importance of inner conversations while 
advancing how this process expands our comprehension of self-construction processes.  
 In order to advance our understanding of how sexual selves are constructed, several 
questions will be instrumental in the research process. These questions include: (1) What claims 
are found in the narratives of participants in the study regarding their sexuality and how do these 
claims lead us to conclusions about sexual self-construction? (2) What patterns and categories of 
sexuality emerge from these narratives? (3) Do the claims in participant’s narratives support 
Blumer’s (1969) assertions found in symbolic interactionism that (a) humans act toward things 
based on the meanings they ascribe to those things, (b) the meanings are derived through social 
interactions that one has with others in society, and (c) meanings are handled and modified 
within an interpretive process by a person in dealing with things they encounter? and (4) What 
role does shame, stigmatization, and internal conversations have in the sexual self-construction 
process? These research questions provide an initial step in exploring the construction and 
continued development of sexual selves. 
3
Definitions and Clarifications 
 Sexuality is a multi-faceted concept, wide-reaching in its scope and fluidity. It is 
concisely defined as the capacity of an individual to possess and act upon sexual desires. While 
sexuality has a biological origin and component of reproduction and arousal, sexuality also 
includes a creative capacity that directs and places meaning on what individuals desire and how, 
when, where, and with whom sexual behaviors are initiated. This social constructionist 
perspective can be applied to any other aspect of social life. For instance, regarding food, 
humans’ hunger and digestion are biological processes upon which people creatively construct 
choices of what, where, and how to eat, along with the meanings given to food and the process of 
eating. Adams (2010:12) displays the scope of what is included in considering sexuality when 
she writes, “Taken together, the scientific, religious, literary, political, and popular discourses 
that refer to sexuality — all of them heavily encrusted with the messy debris of human passion 
— are sexuality.” Plummer (1975:30, italics in original) rests definitions of sexuality in the 
meanings people associate with it when he says, “Nothing is sexual, but naming it makes it so.”  
 Along with the definition of sexuality, four other sexual definitions are necessary for 
understanding sexuality, including: (1) sexual behavior, (2) sexual orientation, (3) sexual identity, 
and (4) otherness. Sexual behavior consists of the social, physical, and emotional activities of an 
individual that derive from one’s sexual desires and feelings. For McGinnis and Pfaff (2012) 
sexual behavior is the conformation of sexual attraction, motivation, and performance. 
Ultimately, sexual behavior is the means by which sexuality is expressed. Sexual orientation 
refers to whom or what a person is sexually attracted or aroused. Moser (216:505) regards sexual 
orientation as “a distinct type of an intense sexual interest." Once thought to be a binary, 
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heterosexual and homosexual (ibid), Alfred Kinsey (1948, 1953) was instrumental in 
conceptualizing sexual orientation as a continuum of placements between the extremes of the 
binary. Moser (2016) claims that categorizations of sexual orientation provides initial steps in 
understanding an individual’s unique sexual patterns. Sexual identity is the social face adopted 
by an individual or applied by others that signifies one’s sexual orientation. Sexual identity 
provides an understanding of how an individual chooses to embody a sense of sexual selfhood, 
based on their sexual orientation, or how others perceive one’s sexual identity based on a 
perceived sexual pattern structure. Sexual identity is situated in time, place, and present audience 
with selves being conceptualized as collections of identities that are experienced directly, or 
indirectly, thorough social interaction (Burke and Tully 1977; Stryker 1980; Stryker and Serpe 
1982, 1983; Thoits 1983). Due to the importance of social interaction in identity work, sexual 
identities are more strongly associated with sexual behaviors than are sexual orientations 
(Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and Michaels 1994).  
 The current project studies how people describe their sexualities without attempting to fit 
them into pre-existing schemes. This is an attempt to make headway in the normalization of all 
sexual orientations and identities wherein all concepts and approaches addressed in this study 
applies equally to the LGBTQIA+ and Cis communities alike. And, finally, concerning 
otherness, perception and experience of the individual is not solely responsible for definitions of 
sexuality; the attitudes, values, knowledge, perceptions, experiences, and beliefs of others 
contribute to defining sexuality.         
 The current study seeks to extend the dynamics of sexuality with regard to the self. In 
considering the expression of sexual feelings by an individual, it is important to note that such an 
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expression is not solely restricted to sexual desires and behaviors. In fact, within sexuality, 
humans create a world of meanings beyond sexual behaviors, desires, or, even, ideals of 
reproduction. Sexuality also includes romance, an array of emotions, sexual scripts of all sorts, 
marriage, dating, and poetry. Sexuality, with its biological base, is far reaching and the meanings 
attributed to sexuality are constantly negotiated and renegotiated in social interaction. 
Humankind may be biologically sexual but everything else - the who, what, when, where, and 
why of our sexuality - is purely a creative product of cultural meanings that come from social 
interaction (Fracher and Kimmel 1987). 
 As for selves, the self is situated in the construction of meanings (Blumer 1969). Mead 
(1934) defined the self as an object to itself, one that recognizes its own actions in a reflexive 
process. The process of selfhood originates in social interaction where others are instrumental in 
defining a person to their self through shared meanings (Blumer 1969). Self-concept is generated 
from qualities the individual attributes to their self, but how one sees one’s self is a product of 
how others see one’s self (Kinch 1963); as we only ever know ourselves by how others see us 
(Blumer 1969).    
 Combining these notions of sexuality and selves, I conceptualize a sexual self as a 
reflexive entity, embedded in social engagement (Mead 1934), with a reliance on activities 
expressed through human agency (Blumer 1969), that has the capacity to express sexual desires 
and behaviors in a manner that has subjective meaning for the individual. As a reflexive entity, 
the self is introduced to the social realm, via one’s self-directed will, then is directed back to the 
individual by others through interaction. Sexual selves are developed through this reflexive 
process. Without the qualities and components of social interaction and the definitions distilled 
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from social interactions, sexuality could not exist. And, if sexuality does not exist, neither do 
sexual selves (Brickell 2006; Gagnon and Simon 2009). A symbolic interactionist approach to 
human sexuality and this project rests on this premise. 
  
Symbolic Interactionism 
 The present study, itself, is situated in the theoretical tradition of symbolic interactionism, 
wherein an understanding of social life and human behavior derives from the meanings people 
apply to everyday things, such as our dress, what we eat, and how we talk; those meanings are 
then negotiated and renegotiated in social interaction (Blumer 1969). Sexual meanings exist 
within social, cultural, and historical contexts (Brickell 2015) presented in an intersubjective 
world wherein meanings are shared amongst people (Berger and Luckmann 1967). For instance, 
the word “gay,” once being synonymous with joy or great happiness, shifted from a positive 
definition to a negative connotation in the 1960s when it was commonly used as a derogatory 
term for persons identifying as homosexual or engaging in homosexuality. Kuhn (1954:123) 
directly provides a symbolic interactionist view of sex:  
Sex acts, sexual objects, sexual partners (human or otherwise) like all 
other objects toward which human beings behave are social objects; that 
is, they have meanings because meanings are assigned to them by the 
groups of which human beings are members, for there is nothing in the 
physiology of man which gives any dependable clue as to what pattern of 
activity will be followed toward them. 
 Symbolic interactionism is an apt perspective for this study on sex as it undertakes “the 
process of becoming sexual - something that is learnt and negotiated in a complex sequence of 
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events” (Walby 1990:114). We become social beings through interaction and we become sexual 
beings through the same process. 
 The benefits of using symbolic interaction in this research project is, first, symbolic 
interaction contains an already established process that can be superimposed over the processes 
of individual sexual self-development, as noted in the patterns that emerge from the narratives of 
respondents. In recognizing patterns while contrasting the symbolic interaction process and 
sexual self-emergence, the process used to describe the emergence of sexual selves becomes 
validated by using an already accepted theoretical process. Second, the research questions focus 
around claims made by participants in the study regarding their sexuality. In most of the research 
questions, there is a notable link to interactional participation of the individual in the social 
realm. Symbolic interactionism strives to understand and explain the dynamics emanating from 
the participation of the individual in the social sphere. Third, and most importantly, the plan of 
this project from the beginning was to study, explain, and further understand how sexual selves 
are constructed. Whether we are looking at sexual relationships, sexual behavior, sexual 
orientation, sexual identity, or stigmatization, we are dealing with interactions occurring in 
society. I argue that no single theoretical perspective deals with examinations of social dynamics 
and interactions as effectively as symbolic interactionism. Therefore, symbolic interactionism is 
essential to this study as it provides the strongest theoretical guide for the research questions and 
project plan. 
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Social Constructionism 
 At the foundation of this project is the argument that what exists in society is due to 
human endeavor. Things exist in society to the extent of the meanings humans place on them, 
including: politics, social relationships, currency, commerce, and sexuality. With regard to 
sexuality, Plummer (2001:133) asserts, “What goes on sexually, has to be placed in a context of 
meaning.” Searle (1995) contends that the elements that make up society have a special 
ontology, in that their reality is purposed for human needs and wants. “The child,” according to 
Searle (ibid:4), “is brought up in a culture where he or she simply takes social reality for granted. 
We learn to perceive and use cars, bathtubs, houses, money, restaurants, and schools without 
reflecting on the special features of their ontology…” For Searle, since reality has a special 
ontology in which things are purposed for humans, ontology is dependent upon human 
agreement. Berger and Luckmann (1966) maintain that human agreement is solidified through 
language in human interaction. Searle (1995) divides this human agreement and construction of 
social reality into two categories: institutional and brute facts. Brute facts are those that hold to 
principles of chemistry or physics, within the range of human agreement. The fact that rain falls 
as part of a hydrologic cycle would be a brute fact. Institutional facts have their origins in human 
institutions. The fact that, in America, a five dollar bill has that specific value because our 
institutions placed that value on that particular piece of paper and human agreement dictates that 
a person can enter and store and purchase five dollars worth of product for it. Social problems 
occur when disagreement threatens to derail institutional facts, such as in matters of sexuality. 
 Issues of social reality in sexuality are complicated in disagreements. Consider the 
origins of homosexuality: one person may identify as gay and claim they were born gay, while 
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another person, with the same identity, may claim that they “became” gay through a process of 
social learning. The alternative view would hold that individuals are born merely with the 
capacity to experience sexual stimulation (Seidman 2010), but that does not signify where the 
desire for stimulation occurs. In this view, the origin of those desires originate in social learning 
(Plummer 1975; Gagnon and Simon 2009). These two perspectives are set against one another as 
essentialism and social learning. In a previous study, the researcher of the current project (Wahl 
2016) interviewed a study participant who told the story of how his father left the family after he 
was born and his mother chose to raise him as a girl. The participant detailed, in the interview, 
the slow and meticulous process by which he believes he became a gay man. Those who insist 
that they were born gay may argue that he was gay all along and was going through a childhood 
process of realization and not socialization, in other words, they learned what it meant to be gay. 
Nevertheless, the disagreement sets up the “Is homosexuality biological or learned?” argument. 
The question, itself, in the opinion of this researcher, is pointless. What is important is how 
people, through their narratives and accounts, put meaning on their sexual orientation and 
explain the origins. The narratives and accounts of one may very well contradict those of another 
and that’s where the work begins: trying to unravel the contradictions to get a broader picture of 
ourselves and our socio-sexual reality. 
 Another example involves meanings placed on the clitoris and the anus. Regarding the 
clitoris, Freud (2008) explained that the clitoris is the leading erogenous zone for female children 
as stimulation of the clitoris is their only masturbatory outlet. However, when the girl ages to a 
women, there is a transference from the clitoris to the vagina as the leading erogenous zone. In 
this transference, the importance of the clitoris is lost. The importance of the clitoris in sexual 
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arousal for women was ignored prior to Freud, during Freud, and after Freud. Only recently has 
the importance been placed on the clitoris as the meaning has shifted socially. Men, and, in fact, 
women as well, are now more educated on the clitoris (its location and purpose) and clitoral 
stimulation. Women are now communicating with a stronger voice about sexual needs involving 
the clitoris. Waskul, Vannini, and Wiesen (2007) suggest that women’s sexual self-construction 
and pleasure is altered based on meanings attributed to the clitoris.  
 While there has been a strong shift in the meaning of the clitoris and the construction of 
social reality involving it, matters of the anus have been more complicated. There are essentially 
two camps of thought regarding the anus (which will be illustrated in the qualitative data later); 
there are those who see the anus purely as a part of the body with the purpose of the excretion of 
waste. Others, however, also attach meaning to the anus as a potential source of sexual pleasure. 
While the number of people considering the anus as a source of sexual pleasure is growing, there 
are still a significant number of people who attach meanings of shame and disgust with the anus.  
 Multiple versions of sexual reality pervade society. Sexuality is situated in time, space, 
and culture. According to Weeks (2010:26), “Sexuality has… many histories… we must learn to 
see that sexuality as something which society produces in complex ways. […] Sexuality is not 
given, it is a product of negotiation, struggle.” 
Justification 
 Studies by the pioneers of sexuality, such as Kinsey (1948, 1953), Masters and Johnson 
(1966), and Hite (1976, 1978) did not adhere to the tenets of sociology, theoretically or 
methodologically. This project has sociological significance as (1) sexual selves are an important 
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aspect of our social being and (2) we develop sexual selves through an interactional relationship 
with society. The current study moves to advance the field of sexuality studies and avoid the 
pitfalls that limited earlier studies. The present research also works to advance our understanding 
of human sexuality by filling in the gaps of previous studies. For instance, earlier work, 
including works in the present day, do not consider the construction of sexual selves; rather, 
previous studies, most often, originate from the standpoint of a fully constructed sexual being, 
often considering the sexual being to be static in its sexuality when, in fact, that is an erroneous 
position to take as selves are anything but static. Practical implications of this study include a 
greater understanding of our sexual world and, ideally, a healthier view of human sexuality; one 
lessened of the shaming and stigmatization of sexuality of others. The present study strives to 
expand our understanding of the current knowledge base of the emergence and suppression of 
sexual selves (Mason-Schrock 1996; Plante 2007; Gagnon and Simon 2009; Linville and Carlson 
2010), sexual identities (Atwater 1982; Levine 2003; Carpenter 2005), social attitudes on 
sexuality (Roberts, Kippax, Waldby, and Crawford 1995; Redmon 2003), gender dynamics 
(Dolan 1987; Kraeger, Staff, Gauthier, Lefkowitz, and Feinberg 2016; Lankveld, Jacobs, 
Thewissen, Dewitte, and Verboon 2018), shaming and stigmatization (Bradshaw 1988; Nack 
2003; Johnson and Yarhouse 2013; Armstrong, Hamilton, Armstrong, and Seeley 2014), and the 
categorization of sexual behaviors (Krafft-Ebing 1965; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and 
Michaels 1994).  
 Human sexuality is an integral and consequential element in defining humans and how 
they interact with others. This holds true even for those who do not place importance in the 
significance of sex in their lives. Women entering the nunhood discard the role sex plays in their 
12
lives in giving themselves fully to God. Asexuals claiming to hold no interest or desire in sex 
would also minimize or disregard the importance of sex in their lives. However, in both the cases 
of nuns and asexuals, sexuality holds an important role whether it’s regarded as such or not; the 
decision to forego sex for the remainder of their lives is a major and life altering decision giving 
sexuality a foundational place in their lives. With asexuals, to not have desires or interest in sex, 
and identifying as such, is sexuality whether it is acknowledged or not. Playing a central role in 
all lives, sexuality: (1) holds a significant position in social development, (2) is a central drive in 
motivation, (3) is a major factor in the development of identity, (4) shapes essential aspects of the 
life cycle of everyone, and (5) differentiates cultures wherein lives and social statuses hang in the 
balance. Due to these factors, the current study has utmost social significance. To understand 
how sexual selves are constructed, beyond scientific inquiry and erudition, expands our 
understanding of ourselves and increases our capacity to possess sexual desires and feelings. 
Furthermore, it allows us to better understand both ourselves and others while improving our 
sexual attitudes and sexual lives, both mentally and physically. 
 Mills (1959) claimed that, through the sociological imagination, humans may grasp what 
is happening in the social world and within themselves. This study offers a presentation of 
individuals’ accounts and narratives of who they are sexually and the capacity they have for 
sexual desire and behavior in a scientific context divorced from shame, stigmatization, or moral 
political play. The subsequent analysis of these stories and the theoretical validation from said 
analysis encourages a forward movement in our understanding of sexual selves, desires, and 
behaviors.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Consistent with Blumer’s (1969) tenets of symbolic interactionism, West and 
Zimmerman (1987) posited that gender is something we actively do. The same idea applies to 
sexuality (Jackson 2007). In other words, sexuality is an ongoing process in which we are in a 
constant state of presenting, shaping, and reshaping our sexuality. Despite the importance of 
sexuality in our lives, who we are sexually and why we behave as we do sexually, and what lies 
behind our sexual predilections have not been sufficiently studied. Landmark studies on sexuality 
have been largely confined to categorizing what we do sexually in terms of our sexual behaviors 
(Kinsey, Alfred C., Wardell B. Pomeroy, and Clyde E. Martin 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, 
and Gebhard 1953; Krafft-Ebing 1965; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and Michaels 1994; 
Hite,1976, 1978). A significant number of current studies follow the same trend and, in many 
cases, while sexuality scholarship may be robust, focus on particular subjects and methodology 
is lacking (Waskul and Plante 2010). The current research project aims to improve quantitative 
analysis within sexual scholarship. I think we can safely say, at this point, we know what we do 
sexually — everything. The process of self-construction, however, has not been ignored. 
Sociology, and most notably symbolic interactionism, has been at the forefront of explaining 
how self-construction occurs — primarily through the process of socialization. In this chapter, I 
will explain how symbolic interaction has defined selves and explained the process of self-
construction. I will then bring the idea of sexual self-construction and sexual stigmatization into 
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view, and demonstrate where the academic and research field is at in terms of studies on 
sexuality.  
Defining Self 
 It is important to note that there is a difference between selves and identities because 
sexual identities are not necessarily the same as sexual selves; there is a distinction to note, even 
if it may be a meager distinction. To view sexual selves as synonymous with sexual identities 
would prove problematic in the current study as not all discussion of sexual selves is applicable 
to sexual identities. In order to address sexual selves, I must first explain how selves and 
identities have been defined.  
 It is equally important to explain that individuals within society are not in possession of, 
or a reflection of, a single self. William James (1890:294) posited, “Man has as many social 
selves as there are individuals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their head.” 
Mead (1934:142) follows James’ acknowledgment that individuals possess multiple selves, “We 
divide ourselves up in all sorts of different selves with reference to our acquaintances. We 
discuss politics with one and religion with another. There are all sorts of different selves 
answering to all sorts of different social reactions.” Individuals do not possess a single self; they 
are replete with multiple selves that are reflexive of a myriad of situations to a surfeit of 
generalized and intimate others, including such possible selves as a political self, a religious self, 
a business self, and a sexual self (Wahl 2016). Rowan (1990) takes the view of individuals 
possessing subpersonalitites, while Lester (2015) likens it to subselves in his multiple theory of 
the mind. But how do the symbolic interactionists define self? 
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 Mead (1934) claims that selves are embedded in social engagement. The self is a 
reflexive entity in both phenomenological and epistemological terms. According to Mead, the 
self is an object in and of itself, as it is simultaneously the knower and the known. The self both 
knows itself as an object/subject and is that which is known to itself. Blumer (1969) expands 
upon Mead’s definition by adding a reliance of the self on social activity through human agency. 
The self is not only an object in and of itself, but an acting object that demonstrates its activity 
through communication with itself and others in social interaction. Blumer refers to the self as an 
object that possesses actions of its own, and those actions include the act to move toward social 
interaction wherein individuals come to know themselves through how others see them. Because 
of the social activity necessary for the existence of selfhood, selves are always something that we 
do. The activities necessary for self-definition take the form of performances in Goffman’s 
(1959) dramaturgical approach. In the Goffmanian framework, the performances of social actors 
are either accepted or discredited by others acting as an audience. Selves arise from the 
presentation process of social actors. The common thread evident in Mead, Blumer, and Goffman 
is that the self is socially constructed through social interaction.  
 As with selves, identities are reliant on a reflexive relationship between the individual 
and others in society. The self is reflexive of society and so are the parts of the self — identities 
(Stets and Burke 2003). If the self is how one gives meaning to their self, then identities are 
meanings of the self. Once situated in social interaction, others place the individual there as a 
social object and ascribe to the individual meanings that makeup identities that, if also 
acknowledged by the individual, come to constitute the self (Stone 1962). For the symbolic 
interactionist, sexuality, like all other things, is symbolic (Longmore 1998); therefore, with 
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regard to the sexual self, identity consists of all the meanings of sex related to the self. Epstein 
(1991:827) defines sexual identities as “all the ways in which people operate in a socially-
defined sexual sphere, see themselves as sexual beings, and achieve a greater or lesser degree of 
consistency in their sexual relational experiences.” 
The Process of Self-Construction 
 The process by which selves emerge is found in the theoretical positions of Mead, 
Cooley, and Goffman. All three present socializing events that are bedrocks of symbolic 
interactionism. Mead (1934) finds self-acquisition in role-taking. Cooley (1902) introduces the 
imagination-based notion of the looking-glass self. And Goffman (1959) is credited with the 
aforementioned dramaturgical approach.  
 Mead (1934) claims that self-acquisition occurs after birth once social interaction begins. 
Following birth, in Mead’s process, selves are developed in three stages: imitation, play, and 
games. All three stages are dependent upon language acquisition, whether that language is 
spoken or in the form of gestures and signs. Language is not only essential in the interaction 
process in the social realm, it is also important in the development of opinions, thoughts, 
emotions, and considerations, all of which are developed in social interaction and are necessary 
in the construction of selves. Language is also necessary for the displaying of selves in the social 
realm.  
 Through imitation, children begin to learn about themselves by mimicking others in the 
external world. Earliest self-discovery comes from the imitation of sounds and gestures 
witnessed in significant others. Role-taking is adopted and refined in play and games. In play, 
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roles of significant others are temporarily appropriated. Children may play “house,” a game in 
which the children take on the roles of a mother and a father. For the duration of the time of play, 
those roles are acted out in a form of imitation without fear of condemnation or stigmatization. 
Games are a more sophisticated form of play where, instead of the role-taking of significant 
others, roles of generalized others are adopted with the inclusion of learned rules. Mead (1934) 
uses the example of baseball for illustration. In baseball, the players are held to specific rules of 
the game and take on positions that hold to the rules. It is not enough for a player to only know 
their position but all other positions and their attached rules as well. The shortstop must learn 
their own position and understand the position of the first baseman and the batter. Without an 
understanding of all other positions and rules of the game, the game is impossible and ceases to 
exist in the form of the game that was intended. Children learn social expectations in this 
manner. Mead notes that games exemplify the lifelong process everyone goes through each time 
they acquire a new self.  
 Cooley (1902) places reliance on the imagination for his notion of the looking-glass self. 
Self-construction, through the looking-glass self idea, occurs through the perceptions of one’s 
self and the imagined reactions of generalized and significant others. In its most rudimentary 
form, this reflexive perspective, emanating from the imagination, is set in three phases: (1) the 
subject first considers how she appears, or chooses to appear, to others, (2) upon entering the 
social realm, she imagines how others judge her self-presentation through social interaction, and 
finally, (3) she reflects on the perceived judgements of others and makes necessary alterations to 
her self, or appearance of self, before engaging in social interaction again. Cooley (1902) claims 
that, in imagining, we share judgments with the minds of others. Weigert and Gecas (2003), 
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however, state that there is a weakness to any self-concept that is dependent upon the reflections 
of others. In Cooley’s theory (1902), the self is an idea that originates in interaction that the mind 
possesses as its own.  
 Finally, in the aforementioned work of Goffman (1959), the process of self-acquisition is 
displayed in the dramaturgical approach. Blumer (1969) links self-acquisition to what we 
actually do. Goffman (1959) connects what we do to social performances undertaken by social 
actors, spelled out in the metaphor of the theater. Goffman splits the individual’s world into a 
backstage and a front stage. Reminiscent to Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self, the backstage is 
where the social actor prepares herself for the front stage where she offers her self-presentation 
to an audience of significant and generalized others. The audience either accepts the performance 
or discredits the performance, sending the social actor, once again, backstage to make necessary 
corrections before the next performance. How performances are prepared is the structure of the 
self (Goffman 1959). “The fit between presentation and response is the dance of life,” Weigert 
and Gecas (2003:272) poetically note. 
 Goffman (1959:252-253, italics in original) equates the character on stage to the social 
actor’s self; a self that is produced from the actor’s agency and whose fate is determined by an 
audience: 
A correctly staged and performed scene leads the audience to impute a self 
to a performed character, but this imputation — this self — is a product of 
a scene that comes off, and is not a cause of it. The self, then as a 
performed character, is not an organic thing that has a specific location, 
whose fundamental fate is to be born, to mature, and to die; it is a dramatic 
effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented and the characteristic 
issue, the crucial concern, is whether it will be credited or discredited. 
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Possible Selves 
 Timeframes are important in understanding selfhood. Self-concept is not only found in 
past and present times but in future times, as well (Boydell, Goering, and Morrell-Bellai 2000). 
Markus and Nurius (1986) consider goal orientation in the construction of selves in their concept 
of possible selves. With the possible self, the subject projects into the future an image of a 
desired, idealized self. The development of the possible self comes from the individual 
evaluating the past negative and positive experiences that led to their present state of self; 
including positive and negative perceived judgements of others. Following the evaluation, the 
individual considers attributes of a self they desire at a future time. One moves toward a future 
possible self by working to narrow the gap between the present state of self and the future 
possible self. It is the desire of the future possible self that is the motivating factor for the 
subject. The idea of anticipatory socialization (Merton 1968) is closely related to the notion of 
possible selves, wherein one prepares for anticipated future roles (Waskul 2015:96) which are 
enacted through the gathering of knowledge and rehearsal of scripts. As with Cooley (1902), the 
development of the future possible self is based in and dependent upon the imagination. When 
superimposed over the ideas in Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical approach and Cooley’s (1902) 
looking-glass self, the concept and process of possible selves fortify the argument of self-
construction being best explained through the symbolic interactionist tradition. 
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The Dialogical Self 
 Schweingruber and Wahl (2019) contend that inner dialogue is central to self-
construction and the understanding of selves. The authors call for symbolic interactionists to take 
the mantle from the field of psychology and produce empirical studies on inner speech. Symbolic 
interactionism is ripe for such studies as inner dialogue and self-construction are dependent upon 
social interaction.  
 Also calling for more empirical research on inner dialogues is narrative psychologist, 
Hubert Hermans (2008, 2012), who contributes to the theoretical component of inner 
conversation with dialogical self theory. Dialogical self theory unites two concepts: self and 
dialogue. In the combination of self and dialogue, the self is not separated from society, it is part 
of society. The theory follows that the external social realm is internalized and represented in the 
mind where conversations take place between the self and the external representations before the 
internal is re-introduced to the external realm. The internalization of the external environment 
creates a mini-society of the mind (Raggatt 2012) populated by internalized others and a 
multitude of selves. It is in this mini-society of the mind that sexual selves are constructed.  
 The process by which the dialogical self is exhibited is found in I-Positions. The “I” is 
situated in a particular temporal and spatial position based on social interaction and experience 
with society. Each “I” is set as either an internal position, “I as student,” “I as husband,” or “I as 
worker,” or as an external portion in which the voices of generalized or intimate others are 
imagined, “I as my father,” “I as my wife,” or “I as my professor.” Each position has a story to 
tell about their own experiences from their own perspective, all set in the imagination of the 
individual possessing the internalized mini-society (Hermans 2008, 2012; Verhofstadt-Denève 
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2012). Inner speech gives voice to these I-positions. The I-positions, having been given voices, 
hold dialogues with other I-positions within the mini-society; where the self becomes both the 
conversation and the mini-society itself (Raggatt 2012), as depicted in Figure 1 below.  
     
Figure 1: The mini-society of the mind  
(Verhofstadt-Denève 2012:133) 
Wiley (2016) provides a connection of inner speech to a symbolic interactionist approach in his 
I-you-me synthesis, utilizing a synthesis of the self-speak formulations of Mead (1934) and 
Peirce (1934. Mead explains the self speaking to another aspect of itself as the I speaking to the 
Me as a past self. Peirce has the I speaking to the You, a future self. Wiley’s (2016) synthesis of 
Mead and Peirce (Figure 2) conceives self-speaking as the I having a conversation with the You 
(future) about the Me (past). 
 
22
Figure 2: I-you-me synthesis 
(Wiley 2016:10) 
The importance of dialogical self theory to self-construction is sounded by Sacks (1989:59): 
“‘We are our language,’ it is often said; but our real language, our real identity, lies in inner 
speech.” 
Sexual Self Framework 
 Self-concept, as it pertains to sexuality, has lacked both theoretical consideration and 
empirical analysis (Plummer 1975; Nack 2003). Both Nack and Plummer suggest that sexuality 
as a self-concept must be examined in ways different from gender and sexual identity. Nack 
(2003:611) offers four components that formulate sexual selves: (1) levels of sexual experience, 
(2) emotional memories of sexual pleasure (or lack thereof), (3) perceptions of one’s body as 
desirable, and (4) perception of one’s sexual body parts as healthy. Plante (2007:32) identifies 
three factors making up the framework in the construction and development of sexual selves: (1) 
sexual subjectivity, which Plante defines as the sense one has of their sexual being, (2) sexual 
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identities, and (3) a medley of socio-cultural variables. Plante regards Nack’s components of 
sexual selves to be crucial in the pivotal role they play in the operationalization of sexual scripts.  
 Sexual scripts, according to Gagnon and Simon (2009), provide the who, what, when, 
where, and why of socio-sexual expectations. Sexual scripts act as the blueprint of rituals, 
customs, rules, and norms in society, thereby explaining and defining sexuality. In sexual scripts 
“meaningful sexual practices are produced according to socially determined scenarios, rules, and 
sanctions, which make possible certain understandings of the sexual world while excluding 
others” (Corréa, Petchesky, and Parker 2008:110). The very nature of sexual scripts place them 
as “solidly interactionist” endeavors (Waskul and Plante 2010). As individuals are social actors 
presenting themselves in everyday life, as Goffman (1959) claims, then sexual scripts provide the 
play itself with actors who are responsible for producing sexuality (Whittier and Melendez 
2007). Within a community with conservative and hegemonic expectations, a man and a woman 
(who) claim to engage in acceptable, vanilla sex practices (what) once they are married (when) in 
the privacy of their home (where) for the purposes of procreation (why). The couple may be in 
alignment with the audience of their community by holding to the socially approved sexual script 
and find their performance credited by the audience. Accreditation of others may give them solid 
standing in the community. However, we have the capacity to possess multiple sexual selves 
(Mead 1934; Rowan 1990; Lester 2015). Despite the surface performance they present to their 
immediate community, the couple may go to a neighboring town to engage in BDSM at a club. 
She may participate in a same sex relationship when her husband is out of town on business. He 
may privately direct his attention to online sex rooms. Each of these deviations have sexual 
scripts attached to them. Learning and following all the appropriate sexual scripts furthers the 
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development of sexual selves as we learn to be sexual in a socialization process. Gagnon 
(1977:2) explains: 
In any given society at any given moment, people become sexual in the 
same way as they become anything else. Without much reflection, they 
pick up directions from their social environment. They acquire and 
assemble meanings, skills, and values from the people around them. Their 
critical choices are often made by going along and drifting. People learn 
when they are quite young a few of the things that they are expected to be, 
and continue slowly to accumulate a belief in who they are and ought to be 
through the rest of childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Sexual conduct 
is learned in the same way and though the same processes; it is acquired 
and assembled in human interaction, judged and performed in specific 
cultural and historical worlds. 
 Gagnon and Simon (2009) claim that sexual scripts fall into three classifications that link 
meanings from nonsexual experiences to sexual experiences: (1) cultural, which exist in macro 
frameworks of society, (2) interpersonal, existing as social patterns, and (3) intrapsychic. 
Intrapsychic scripts, according to Simon (1996), concern the private world of desires and fantasy. 
While the desires may originate in the internal realm, they must have a relationship with social 
life and social meanings. Plante (2007) says feelings about our desires are fleshed out in 
intrapsychic scripts and ossified in the stories we tell about our sexual desires and behaviors. 
Through the stories we tell, Plante sees sexual selfhood as being socioculturally constructed.  
 Besides scripts and biological factors, there are also attitudes and belief systems to 
consider as sexual behavior is not independent, if it were, such systems would not matter 
(Michael, Gagnon, Laumann, and Kolata 2002). Michael, Gagnon, Laumann, and Kolata 
determined in a 1994 study that underlying attitudes predicted how people thought about sex and 
the types of sex they engaged in.  
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 Following the tenets of symbolic interactionism, sexual meanings are negotiated and 
renegotiated in social interaction. Sexual selves are constructed in the same manner. Weeks 
(2010:62, italics in original) explains: 
If we look at what we mean by ‘society’ we find that in practice all social 
theory confirms the complexity of social relationships, the ‘multiple 
realities’ through which we negotiate our everyday lives. ‘Society’ is not a 
whole governed by a coherent set of determinants, but an intricate web of 
institutions, beliefs, habits, ideologies and social practices that have no 
necessary a priori unity and whose actual relationships have to be 
unravelled rather than taken as read. If we transfer this view of ‘the social’ 
to sexual activities, we will see that far from ‘society’ moulding 
‘sexuality’, in any straightforward way, what we describe as sexual is 
constructed through a complexity of social relations, each of which has a 
different view of what constitutes sex and appropriate sexual behavior.  
In other words, we come upon our sexuality and sexual selves in a variety of ways as we 
navigate through and interact within the complexity of our social sphere. 
 Selves are a narrative accomplishment wherein selfhood is established in the stories we 
tell to both ourselves and others about ourselves and others (Mason-Schrock 1996; Irvine 1999). 
Within those narratives, individuals make sense of their lives and social world by constructing 
accounts of their lives (Burck 2005). Countering Goffman, Irvine (1999) argues selves are better 
understood as narratives in-progress than the role-taking of social actors participating in 
performances. Furthermore, Irvine contends that the self is the premise and the outcome of the 
narratives people offer. Sexual selves, then, are reinforced through the ongoing recapitulation of 
sexual stories a person tells to one’s self and others; assuming the stories are accepted as credible 
by others. Narratives, according to Loseke (2007:663), are “distinctly social because stories are 
constructed, told, heard, and evaluated within particular historical, institutional, and interactional 
contexts.” 
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 Mason-Schrock (1996) cautions against the neglect of the interaction process in the 
construction of selves and asks a pertinent question regarding how the narrative a person tells 
about their self determines an authentic selfhood, or, in other words, a self one knows to be their 
self. In the case of sexual selves, Mason-Shrock’s question may be answered through the self-
construction process offered by symbolic interactionism. In the Meadian developmental process 
of imitation, play, and games, imitating roles of significant others gives way to play which shifts 
to learning the rules of society through generalized others. Children sometimes are known to 
play “Doctor.” One child plays the patient while the other child takes on the role of doctor. Play 
proceeds with the administration of toy vaccines and pretending to take temperatures in an 
imitation of what they have experienced at the doctor’s office. But playing doctor can also take 
on sexual connotations when the children explore the body of the other to satisfy curiosity. Rules 
of what is appropriate and what is not shifts playing “Doctor” from play to games. Another 
example is in the playing of “Barbies.” Girls may use the dolls to imitate sexuality when, in fact, 
they do not possess the necessary scripts (Tisdale 1994). In the application of games to sexual 
normativity, sexual selves are developed through social norms and sexual scripts that have been 
approved by members of society, rules of sexual consent, for example. Another way to look at 
this is when a child plays with their genitals. In and of itself, this act is not masturbation, it is 
play. The child is reacting to sensation. Even if a child were to ejaculate, he does not have the 
language or scripts to understand what is occurring. The shift from play to games comes when 
the child acquires the scripts and learns what masturbation is and its purpose. In all these 
examples, once sexual scripts are acquired, play becomes games and in the game stage, the 
sexual self development process truly begins (Wahl 2016). 
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 The importance of interaction continues with Cooley’s looking-glass self. Lovers use 
their imagination to consider how they appear to each other and how their sexual behaviors will 
be accepted. Following interaction, perceived reactions of the other lead to an assessment of 
appearance and sexual behaviors. Goffman’s (1959) impression management hones the sexual 
self, particularly in cases where performances go awry. With impression management, social 
actors attempt to influence the perceptions of others for the benefit of their performance. A man 
unable to perform sexually may use humor as a form of what Goffman (2005) calls face-work, 
the maintaining of an idealized self-image one has when interacting in public. He may offer an 
account by blaming his impotence on having had too much to drink or make a joke about it in 
order to diffuse the situation. He may also feign confusion, “I don’t understand this… it has 
never happened before.” If he is insensitive, he may blame his partner for their performance 
being inadequate enough to arouse him. The partner has the choice to accept the explanations, 
reject them, or make alternative suggestions regarding the situation, including using face-work 
techniques, such as ignoring the issue or providing an account, to help their partner save face.  
 The processes laid out by Mead, Goffman, and Cooley, aid in the development of sexual 
selves and act as tools in the development of future possible sexual selves. The virgin idealizes 
future possible sexual selves. She imagines what her future sexual selves will be like, perhaps 
naïvely. She relies on her own imagination, as well as what others have said about losing their 
virginity. In hearing that the loss of virginity can be painful the first time, the virgin may take 
measures to minimize the pain or may put off virginity loss for a time due to fear. Both fear and 
preventive measures are part of sexual development in this case. The female virgin may take 
steps to avoid being socially judged as a “slut.” The male virgin may take measures to avoid 
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awkward first sexual encounters to evade a damaging presentation; thus potentially labelling him 
as sexually inept. In all these instances, the participants are working to avoid negative reactions 
and constructing a positive framework of future possible selves.   
  
Sexual Stigmatization 
 When Plummer (1975:30, italics in original) asked what exactly was sexual, he answered 
succinctly, “Nothing is sexual but naming it makes it so.” In other words, naming is the 
communicative outlet in the construction of sexual selves. Naming, either privately or publicly, 
exposes sexual desire. In naming and conveying sexual desires publicly, our sexual selves 
emerge in the social realm. Plummer (1975) contends that the meaning placed on what is sexual 
directly affects sexuality. The management of sexual meanings, over the course of a lifetime, is 
what Plummer calls an erotic career. However, as noted in symbolic interactionism, there is not a 
fully agreed upon consensus on meanings by all members of society. Certainly there is a lack of 
consensus in society over what is sexually acceptable as social accounts of sexuality are varying 
and contradictory (Weeks 2010). Plante (2006:ix) asserts “culturally, our discussions of all things 
sexual are marked by ambivalence, confusion, and contradictions.” Even as sexual scripts aid in 
the predictability of sexual interaction, scripts are not performed in the same manner from person 
to person (Wahl 2016). Lack of consensus over sexual acceptability threatens those who engage 
in naming what is sexual, what they desire, or their sexual behaviors with being stigmatized. 
 Historically, social constraints on sexuality have been a defining characteristic on cultures 
and social compositions. Something as timeless and individually as integral as sexuality is 
surprisingly mutable (Garton 2004) by social attitudes and constraints. From the earliest 
29
hominids in the hunter/gatherer societies to the Victorian age repression of sexuality through the 
Eisenhower-era, nuclear family ideals in 1950s America to the present social and legal 
challenges to sexuality, cultural advancements in sexual freedom have been met with moral 
backlash and social restraints provided by renegotiated sexual normativity. Today, while religious 
and political structures still aim to shape the moral norms of sexuality in society, much of the 
western world still, fundamentally, refers back to Victorian sexual frameworks for their influence 
(Miller and Adams 1996). From the earliest days of colonial America, documents from the courts 
and churches disclose concerted efforts to outlaw and punish sexual practices that deviate from 
social normativity (D’Emilio and Freedman 2012). Despite the ebb and flow of sexual 
advancements and the ubiquity of eroticism in the public sphere, sexuality remains a source and 
symbol of social problems (ibid). Sexual attitudes, both contributing to and emanating from the 
religious and political restraints on sexuality, move the bar forwards or backwards on sexual 
normativity.  
 Building a model of socio-sexual constraint based on Giddens’ (1992) notions of sexual 
privatization, Schneider (2005) claims that a society wherein individuals hide their sexual 
identities, behaviors, and desires from social opposition is typified as a society in a state of 
sexual constraint. To the contrary, a society in a state of sexual emancipation is a society in 
which individuals exert independence from the dictates of church and state wherein they may 
still hide away their sexual identities, behaviors, or desires, but it is not from fear of social 
opposition. Societies, according to Schneider, vacillate between these extremes over time. 
Schneider uses the United States as the prime example of a society in a state of sexual constraint 
and Germany as an exemplar of the society in a state of sexual emancipation. But the idea of 
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emancipation is a problematic one, certainly with regard to sexuality. How is one ever fully 
emancipated from the ideas and opinions of others? When has one actually escaped? When is 
one actually free? Berger (1963) questions how freedom can ever be empirically assessed and 
whether there are scientific methods that make freedom available. All we really have are the 
meanings people attach to freedom, and this is on an individual level; it can never be objective. 
Furthermore, to cast the state and religion as the sole arbiters of social control and enslavement is 
also false. In the modern world, the media plays a role in shaming and stigmatizing groups of 
people, as well as plenty of webpages on the internet that are not associated with church or state. 
The ocean of opinions is vast and come from a myriad of points and angles. According to Berger, 
even if we could see the puppet strings, that does not necessarily make us anymore free; noticing 
the puppet strings is only a first step. Berger (1963:176) states: 
We grasp a decisive difference between the puppet theater and our own 
drama. Unlike the puppets, we have the possibility of stopping in our 
movements, looking up and perceiving the machinery by which we have 
been moved. In this act lies the first step towards freedom. And in this 
same act we find the conclusive justification of sociology as a humanistic 
discipline. 
 In the sociological domain, Goffman (2009) is given high regard for his work on stigma. 
Goffman defines stigma as a phenomena wherein a person is discreditable or discredited by 
members of society for a particular attribute attached to their social identity that does not fit the 
cultural norms of that given society. A person may be discredited by others when it is learned that 
he has a sexual propensity for animals, but prior to that, the individual, in understanding that his 
proclivity is outside of socio-sexual normativity, may recognize himself as a discreditable 
person, for social norms have dictated that such a person would be discreditable. Goffman (2009) 
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notes that stigmatization is a processual event wherein the acts of others damage normal identity. 
The discreditation of an individual’s sexual attributes may have a significant impact on the 
internalization or externalization of their sexual selves. Negative reactions to one’s sexuality or 
the stigmatizing of a sexual identity negatively impacts how a person feels about their selfhood 
(Quinn and Earnshaw 2013). Herek (2007) offers three manifestations of sexual stigma: (1) 
Enacted refers to overt behaviors resulting against a person based on a sexual stigma, such as 
violence, negative epithets, shunning, ostracism, or discrimination, (2) Felt refers to a person 
being negatively affected by stigmatization even when they are not the direct target of the 
stigmatization, and (3) Internal, referring to the acceptance of a stigmatizing attribute into one’s 
value or belief system. Any one of these three of Herek’s manifestations of stigma should have 
an effect on the emergence or regression of a sexual self in the developmental process. 
 Effects of stigmatization are particularly evident in the LGBTQIA+ community where 
threats of violence or being socially ostracized have played a significant part in how LGBTQIA+ 
persons display or hide their sexual selves. The National Coalition of Anti-violence Programs 
revealed that from 2014 - 2015 there was a 20% increase in LGBT homicides (Geffen and 
Kellman 2016). Furthermore, Geffen and Kelman report that hate crimes involving aggravated 
assault are carried out against persons in the LGBT community more than against any other 
group (Hate crimes involving aggravated assault against LGBT: 15%, against religion 3%, and 
against race 12.5%). The National Alliance of Mental Illness (NAMI) found LGBTQ persons to 
be three times more likely to experience a mental illness than others due to the fear of revealing 
their identity and discrimination, leading to depression, suicidal thoughts, PTSD, and substance 
abuse. The study found LGBT youth to be four times more likely to have suicidal thoughts or 
32
attempt suicide than others and questioning youth to be three times more likely to have suicidal 
thoughts or attempt suicide (NAMI 2018). Findings by NAMI are consistent with the findings of 
Bouris, Everett, Heath, Elsaesser, and Neilands (2016) which included greater reports of 
harassment, cyber-bullying, and sexual abuse among sexual minority youths.  
 In Cooley’s (1902) third stage of the looking-glass self, in which the individual is 
reflecting on perceived judgements by others, Cooley places importance on the adoption of pride 
or shame based on the imagined judgements. Franks and Gecas (1992) expand Cooley’s idea in 
their argument that presentations of selves are altered depending on whether the judgment is 
actual or perceived and whether the other doing the judging is an intimate or generalized other. 
The actual perceptions of an intimate other, such as a lover, may carry more weight in the 
decision whether or not to refashion attributes of the self than the imagined perceptions of 
judgement of an impersonal, generalized other. Judgments coming from a significant other also 
hold the possibility of a heightened sense of pride or shame. When a person imagines that their 
lover will not be receptive to acting out a particular sexual behavior, the person also imagines the 
resulting shame. Such fear of shame may not be as worrisome if the person approaches a non-
significant other, such as a prostitute, to act out the sexual desire perceived as non-normative. 
Redmon (2003) studied the sexual exploration of people attending Mardi Gras in New Orleans. 
One respondent went alone each year to act out same sex fantasies that his fear of shame kept 
him from revealing to his wife, “I’ve never told her that I’m attracted to men. It’s the secret me. 
If she found out, I’d be embarrassed, I’d disappoint her. But here, I can be me. I don’t have to 
keep it a secret” (Redmon 2003:33-34).  
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 The development of a sexual self may be interrupted or dramatically shifted from the 
trajectory it was on by stigmatizing events causing the stigmatized to keep their sexual desires 
private and their sexual identity concealed (Quinn and Earnshaw 2013). They may choose to 
exist in the social sphere as, what Goffman (2009) calls, the normal deviant. Acting as the 
normal deviant is a stigma management strategy wherein the individual uses tools of 
concealment for the purpose of identifying as “normal” when, in fact, their private sexual 
identity possesses stigmatizing attributes. The alternative is for the individual to recognize that 
their sexual attributes are potentially stigmatizing and embrace them, nonetheless. Dovidio, 
Major, and Crocker (2000) report that despite negative social experiences, many participants 
with stigmatized attributes, in their study, reported having high self-esteem, good attitudes, and 
were able to perform at high levels. 
 Emotions play a vital role in self-construction (Weigert and Gecas 2003; Hochschild 
2012; Vannini, Waskul, and Gottschalk 2012). Love and affection are dominant catalysts in self-
development but shame is also an influential contributor. The self not only knows itself as an 
object but also knows itself, via emotions, as a feeling object (Weigert and Gecas 2003). 
Extending Mead’s idea (1934), the self could be viewed as both feeler and that which is felt 
(Wahl 2016). Emotion, itself, is self-feeling (Denzin 2009). And, it should be noted, feelings 
refer to somatic experiences, as well as emotions, as a part of the appeal of sex is pleasurable, 
physical sensations (Vannini, Waskul, and Gottschalk 2012).  
 Hochschild (2012) argues that we use emotions as indicators of our selfhood. Guilt and 
shame play a crucial part in the decision-making process of which sexual stories people tell 
others and which stories are hidden away; either decision affects the development of sexual 
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selves. This being said, it is important to recognize that shame is not purely negative; shame can 
carry a positive connotation, such as when being shamed protects someone from engaging in a 
dangerous lifestyle, as in the case of rampant, indiscriminating promiscuity or pushing the 
bounds of BDSM breath play with autoerotic asphyxiation. Social bonds are consistently being 
constructed, damaged, or repaired in social interaction. When those bonds are damaged, shame 
or anger can arise (Scheff and Retzinger 2001). Waskul, Vannini, and Wiesen (2007) discuss 
instances of shame in their study on women’s relationship with their clitoris when it came to the 
association of shame and guilt with masturbation.  
 Despite Hochschild’s (2012) criticism that Goffman does not address emotions of the 
private self or what Scheff (2014) refers to as the hidden or deep self, Goffman (1959, 2009) 
does raise the subject of shame in the dramaturgical approach in which he places the social actor 
before an audience of normals. Weigert and Gecas (2003:278) claim “Shame and guilt are 
functioning aspects of the moral order, but they are also common features of human tragedy.” 
Regarding sexual selves, human tragedy is noted in the confusion people bear over sexual 
orientation, imposed shame in the revealing of sexual fetishes, or the sexual double-standard in 
which women are shamed as being promiscuous while men are praised for having multiple 
sexual partners. When an individual resorts to the use of avoidance in emotion work to protect 
themselves from shame, such as fear of being shamed by a lover for revealing a sexual fetish, 
they hold back the emergence of a sexual self. Avoidance of sexual selves not only has an effect 
on the person avoiding but can negatively affect intimate others as well (McAnaulty and Burnett 
2006), as in the case where trust or intimacy is withheld. Love and affection may be beneficial in 
the emergence of sexual selves while shame may be a hindrance in the developmental process.  
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Fluidity of the Sexual Self  
 One’s sexuality, whether it be desire, opinion, attitude, or behavior, is not static, nor is 
social normativity regarding sexuality. For some, their sexuality is not static due to the fluid 
nature of socio-sexual normativity. According to Weeks (2010:7), “Sexuality […] is a ‘fictional 
unity’ that once did not exist, and at some time in the future may not exist again. It is an 
invention of the human mind." Sexuality and social sexual normativity is shaped by agents of 
socialization, such as family, friends, governments, religion, and mass media. Weeks asserts that 
sexuality is shaped in the synthesis of personal subjectivity and society. Sexuality is constantly 
changing, as sexual meanings are reexamined, questioned, challenged, or denounced as part of 
the interactional negotiation process. As sexual meanings are negotiated and renegotiated in 
social interaction, it stands to reason that sexual selves are constructed in the same manner (Wahl 
2016). With changing times comes changing sexual cultural normativity. In the Victorian age, 
women displaying sexual desire could be diagnosed as having hysteria, which required a variety 
of cures or incarceration in an institution. Women displaying sexual desire no longer holds such a 
level of condemnation in western civilization. 
 In Krafft-Ebing’s (1965:1) categorization of sexual pathology, the author reduces sexual 
desire into what he refers to as the root of all ethics. Sexual desire and practice that falls outside 
Krafft-Ebing’s limited circle of sexual appropriateness is deemed to be diseased. Sexual 
perceptions of acceptability have loosened in western cultures since Krafft-Ebing conducted his 
studies in the late 1800s; for instance, degenerate heredity is no longer thought to be the cause of 
homosexuality. Whereas Freud (2008) reported that anal sex was a perverse aim and a thing of 
disgust, the meaning of anal sex has come to include the understanding of the anus as a 
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potentially erogenous zone (Bristow 1997). Carpenter (2005) illustrates the meaning of what it is 
to be a virgin to be in constant flux historically. And the advent of the internet has allowed 
individuals to privately explore their sexual desires while coming to understand that they are not 
alone in having the sexual predilections they have long kept secret. The changing meanings on 
what it is to be sexual, sexual desires and behaviors, and socio-sexual normativity have a direct 
effect on the construction of sexual selves. Tisdale (1994:299) affirms, “I am who I am sexually 
because of who I was and all that has happened to me and all that has not.” Sexuality is an 
important part of the everyday life. Who we are sexually and how we behave in light of our 
sexual selves requires a more comprehensive understanding than we currently possess.  
Landmarks in Sexual Research 
 Empirically, studies on human sexuality were in short supply and limited in content up 
through the 1990s (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, and Gebhard 1953; Plummer 1975; Simon 1996; 
Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and Michaels 1994)). Since then, works on gender, sexual identity, 
and sexual orientation have accumulated and advanced our understanding of sexuality. Still, 
many topics of human sexuality remain under represented in empirical research. Empirical 
projects on fetishism, the BDSM community, Swinger culture, and rape fantasy, just to name a 
few, are few and far between. The lack of sexuality research is sometimes noted in the medical 
community, even when risky sexual behavior leads to health concerns (Penn State University 
2016). In a recent keynote lecture, Kenneth Plummer (2018) claimed that sociologists need to 
turn their attention to sexuality and the digital world, where, up to now, the contribution of the 
field is insufficient. Works on what constitutes sexual selves and the process by which they are 
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constructed is arguably deficient in scholarly journals. Even Offit’s 1983 book entitled, The 
Sexual Self, is not an empirical study but a psychological amassing of hypotheses. The 
deficiency of research into sexual self-construction and particular sexual behaviors, provides an 
earnest justification and valid rationale for conducting the current research.  
 Early contributors to the study of sexuality include Krafft-Ebing (1965), Ellis (1921), 
Kinsey (1948, 1953), Masters and Johnson (1966), and Hite (1976, 1978). Each of the 
aforementioned landmark studies and their authors made considerable progress in our 
understanding of sexuality but each study is ultimately problematic due to bias or methodology 
issues. Krafft-Ebing (1965) was the first to categorize sexual behaviors using case studies 
(N=238) but his bias against homosexuality and recreational sex as perversion severely stunted 
his analysis and conclusions. Ellis (1921:124), who referred to sex as “the chief and central 
function of life,… ever wonderful, ever lovely… [it] is the pattern of all the process of our life,” 
was vastly more sympathetic to homosexuals and those who displayed “deviant” sexual desires 
than Krafft-Ebing. Ellis opened the doors for sex researchers coming after him by challenging 
the sexual constraints of social morality in Victorian England. However, the challenge to the 
moral system of England also reveals the errors in his methodology. Ellis’ bias emerges in his 
politics. In order to challenge the criminality of homosexuality in England, Ellis only presented 
homosexuality as a biological condition and withheld data on homosexuality as a learned 
construct. Ellis decided to argue for decriminalization of homosexuality based on essentialism 
rather than from the position of a learned response as his critics could have argued that a learned 
response could be corrected, thereby designating homosexuality as a correctable social problem, 
reinforcing the need for criminalization of homosexuality. Ellis’ work also suffers from a lack of 
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a nuanced understanding of sexuality as he is often pigeonholed into biological explanations, 
including the essentialization of sexuality.  
 Kinsey, for all his acclaim as the most noted pioneer of the modern sexuality study, is 
also noted for the problematic issues in his research methodology. The work is often challenged 
due to non-probability sampling and bias within the sample (Cochran, Mosteller, and Tukey 
1953; Laumann, et al. 1994)). Sampling error included a non-generalizable sample composed of 
a mostly white population with a high number of prostitutes, sex offenders, prisoners, and those 
who reported, prior to their research participation, that they trended toward more non-normative 
sexuality. The results were erroneously claimed to be generalizable nonetheless. In addition, the 
work intentionally omitted demographic data to aid in generalization and data were manipulated 
to cover-up the fact that much of the data on children was provided by a serial pedophile 
(Reisman, Muir, Gordon, and Court 1990). Among the many issues Kuhn (1954) has in his 
critique of Kinsey, Kuhn accuses Kinsey of adhering to a reductionist fallacy and not 
understanding that abstractions exist at all analytical levels. Kuhn also points out that Kinsey is 
working toward a general science of behavior, one that animalistic behaviors in humans, which is 
not surprising as Kinsey was, by trade, a zoologist, instead of moving toward a special science of 
man. 
 Issues with non-probability sampling also limit the work of Hite (1976, 1978), who 
strove to lead the field in feminist-inspired sex research. Hite’s widely distributed survey 
included several methodological problems including the lack of a random sample, poorly worded 
questions, such as “Don’t you find it difficult to meet men you admire,” which also shows an 
interviewer bias attempting to elicit negative responses toward men from female respondents, 
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and a significant non-response, which, once again, is not generalizable but was reported as such 
(Wang 1993).  
 Finally, the largely physiological work of Masters and Johnson (1966) falls into the same 
category of false generalization. Masters and Johnson, despite collecting a large volume of 
qualitative data in taking the sexual histories of their participants, focused their work on the 
physical aspects of such topics as orgasm and gay conversion therapy. Their sample was 
overpopulated with sex workers and eliminated same sex couples. Furthermore, they only used 
women who reported, prior to their participation, the ability to orgasm, thereby producing data 
bias and making generalizations about percent of women who orgasm invalid (Hite 1976). Hite is 
particularly critical of the methods of Masters and Johnson, despite her own methodological 
challenges. Hite charges Masters and Johnson with being shamefully uncritical of the part culture 
plays in their studies (ibid). Masters and Johnson (1966), themselves, consider their work in 
sexuality to be only a first step.  
 The aforementioned landmark studies on sexuality all reported to be “first steps” — first 
steps that led to a return to a seeming silence on the matter and a myriad of smaller studies on 
sexuality, which included their own limitations, for instance, Waskul, Vannini, and Wiesen’s 
(2007) well cited work on meanings attributed to the clitoris contained an infinitesimal sample 
restricted to female students in Waskul's class (N=15). With the sexuality studies we do have and 
with an increase in cultural awareness, it would seem as if we live in a world of a heightened 
sexual knowledge. Still, despite all the studies we have, the researcher of this project continues to 
believe our understanding of sexual selfhood remains limited. 
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 The current project also consists of a first step. Having this research rooted in the field of 
sociology, rather psychology or biology, is a necessary endeavor as sociology strives to connect 
the individual with the social realm. The intellectual journey of sociologists requires a 
consideration of biography, history, and how the two intertwine in culture and social interaction 
(Mills 1959), allowing for a recognition of emerging patterns and setting the stage for individual 
and social advancement.  
Current Empirical Research 
 Today, researchers work to broaden our understanding of sexuality. While the researcher 
of the current project maintains that the development of the sexual self continues to be under 
studied, works on topics such as gender and sexual-orientation flourish while others, such as 
sexual lifestyles and fetishism need to be paid greater empirical attention by social scientists. 
 A great importance on health and well-being has been a focus since the AIDS epidemic of 
the 80s. HIV/AIDS continues to be a subject of researchers. Carlsson, Berg, Mellgran, and 
Rusner (2018) studied the physical, social, and psychological effects of HIV on childbearing. But 
research on sexual well-being has been wide-ranging. Drugs and the effect on sexual behavior 
was looked at by Bosma-Bliiker (2018) and sexual disfunction continues to be a topic of interest 
in the both the biological and social sciences (Kleinplatz 2018).  
 Gender, sexual-identity, and sexual-orientation appear to remain a particular scientific 
interest with new studies appearing in rapid fashion. Vermeulen, Bauwel, and van Looy (2017) 
addressed gender stereotypes and female identity in the gamer environment, the relationship 
between religion and gender was undertaken by Neitz (2014), and Kennedy and Dzialo (2015) 
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review the place of gender in environmental sociology and argue that critical gender theory in the 
field is underdeveloped. LGBTQIA+ studies often center on the negative reactions of others. 
Several studies look at violence and the bullying of LGBT students in school (Williams, 
Connolly, Pepler, and Craig 2009; Barnett, Molock, Nieves-Lugo, and Zea 2018). Austin (2016) 
conducted a grounded theory study on the oppression of transgender and gender nonconforming 
identities while Yang and Salmon (2018) researched isolation and aging issues in older LGBT 
adults. And issues of emotion and shame in transgender individuals was the concentration of 
Giordano (2018). Not all research on the LGBTQIA+ community revolves around violence, 
bullying, shame, and isolation. Apostolou, Wang, and O (2018) question whether or not men 
prefer women who are attracted to women in a variety of cultural settings. 
 Other topics addressed in current research include ethical studies, such as how the digital 
age has led to a renegotiation of what constitutes cheating and looking at platforms such as 
Tinder (Timmermans, Caluwe, and Alexopoulos 2018). Modern day technology is also tackled 
with the introduction of advanced AI and sex robots (Cheok, Devlin, and Levy 2016). Sex work, 
specifically prostitution and work in the adult film industry, satisfies both social research and 
criminal justice studies (McCarthy, Benoit, and Jansson 2014). Religion is another topic of 
exploration, such as in Wong, MacPherson, Vahabi, and Li (2017) who studied the sexuality and 
sexual health of Muslim youth in the West. And intersectionality, the understanding that the 
power dynamics within class, race, and gender are not separable, has a growing library of work 
such as in a study of the sexual experience of black individuals in Africa, the Caribbean and 
Canada (Maticka-Tyndale, Kerr, and Mihan (2016). 
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 Looking through books on sexuality, the subject of fetishism is often relegated to a 
couple meager pages. There may be no topic more ripe for research, in the scope of sexuality, 
than that of fetishism. Alternate sexual lifestyles, such as the BDSM community and swingers, 
require far more empirical work devoted to them than currently exists. However, some 
researchers have looked at BDSM; Wismeijer and Van Assen (2013) conducted a psychological 
study of those who practice BDSM and Wright (2014) looked at the legal relationship between 
BDSM-practicing parents and child custody. Focusing on the swinger community, Kimberly and 
Hans (2017) used a grounded theory approach to study the experiences of swingers and 
Kimberly (2016) published an ethnography of swinger conventions. 
 While research has made great strides since the time of Krafft-Ebing, there are still 
largely unexplored, or poorly researched, regions in the field of sexuality (Waskul and Plante 
2010), for instance, for his popular book, Tell Me What You Want, Lehmiller (2018) conducted an 
impressive 350 question survey of over 4,000 Americans on their sexual fantasies, but the 
analysis of the survey left Lehmiller with a multitude of questions he proceeded to leave with 
unanswered hypotheses, when he could have conducted follow-up interviews with select 
participants to answer those questions. Furthermore, with meanings of sexuality constantly 
changing, researchers need to be vigilant and keep up with the changing meanings for the 
advancement of our understanding of sexual matters. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
RESEARCH METHODS: A GROUNDED THEORY DESIGN 
  
	 Scottish philosopher David Hume (2003) declared that all knowledge of the world 
emanates from our experiences and perceptions. Shifting from positivism to symbolic 
interactionism, interactionists note that this point of origin happens in social interaction where 
meanings are negotiated and renegotiated. Meanings and, ultimately, knowledge is imparted 
through narratives. The current study explores sexual self-construction and the effects of social 
stigmatization through the assemblage process of sexual selves.  
 In order to best articulate the sexual self-construction process with stigmatization as a 
mediating variable, I propose that a grounded theory approach is necessary. A grounded theory 
research approach aids in the translation of experience into common language (Crooks 2001). In 
the mechanism of research on sexual self-construction, I aver that the single most important 
element is the narratives provided by research participants. Smith (2003) likens us to animals 
who both create and are made up of our stories. MacIntyre (1984:216) also refers to humans as 
“story-telling animals,” and claims we use narratives to understand ourselves, we are able to 
understand others through their narratives. Narratives, then, through a shared understanding of 
their purpose, are used by individuals to come to understand ourselves, others, and the shared 
social world. Narratives are an essential tool, in this case, for the researcher to understand the 
study participant. Narratives take the form of the stories participants extend to the researcher. 
Through narratives, people act to arrange their experiences and the events of their lives into an 
assemblage that offers meaning and significance to those moments of life (ibid).  
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 Adams (2010:15) agrees with both Kinsey and Masters and Johnson when they claimed 
“what is generally said and believed about sexuality often doesn’t align with how people actually 
live their sexual lives." For the purpose of this study, sexual selves are better understood as a 
narrative process (Irvine 2000). Mills (1959) places an emphasis on narratives as, he believes, 
narratives offer explanations of motivations. And with regard to sexuality, Roof (1996) contends 
that narratives and sexuality inform one another. Our understanding of narrative shapes, 
determines, and reproduces our understanding of sexuality. In turn, our understanding of 
sexuality shapes, informs, influences, and reproduces narratives. Associated with narratives, 
accounts offer explanations of interference within the social order (Scott and Lyman 1968; 
Zussman 2007; Goffman 1959, 2009). Accounts furnish a narrative with an explanation of 
inconsistencies or contradictions within the narrative or revealed behaviors that are unexpected 
or deviant, which broadens one’s explained experience with their social world. 
 A grounded theory approach assists in the gathering and preservation of narratives that 
are true to the participant. Grounded theory illuminates what is and not what could or ought to be 
(Lomborg and Kirkevold 2003). In grounded theory, the ultimate goal is to be dedicated to the 
data collected and analyze it in a manner that is faithful to the source (Sprague 2016).  
 Grounded theory, originally devised by Strauss and Glaser (1978, 1992), begins with the 
data itself. Through rigorous methods — such as coding, memoing, and constant comparative 
analysis — patterns surface from the data and conceptual categories can be formed through 
which theory may emerge in an inductive manner. This is not to say that there is no preconceived 
theory, or seeds thereof, in the mind of the researcher prior to data collection. Hesse-Biber (2014) 
notes that researchers come to a project based on their theoretical perspectives. Grounded theory 
45
can be a tool by which to validate or invalidate those perspectives. Furthermore, Hesse-Biber 
suggests it is beneficial for the researcher to have those preconceived notions. The researcher is 
reminded that they must remain reflexive and be aware of bias affecting data during both the 
collection and analysis process. In the current research, the researcher notes his position as a 
symbolic interactionist, yet the use of grounded theory is not negated, as the tools found in 
grounded theory for data collection, preservation, and interpretation, as well as, conceptual 
categorization of the data and analysis is invaluable to the project and the process allows other 
theories to emerge that can be integrated with preconceived notions or the entire theoretical basis 
may prove to be invalid. Stern (1980:20) concluded that symbolic interactionism-based grounded 
theory is ideal “in investigations of uncharted waters.” The author of this study argues that this 
investigation into sexual selfhood wades into such waters.  
 The utilization of grounded theory offers a sound foundation for analysis of such research 
questions as what claims come of sexual narratives provided by participants in the study and how 
these claims lead us to further understanding of sexual self development, what categories of 
sexuality emerge from the narratives, whether the claims are conducive to symbolic 
interactionism, and questions on the role shame, judgment, and stigmatization hold in the process 
of sexual self-construction. Grounded theory is a challenging and idiosyncratic process. I believe 
that, by its very nature, grounded theory forces me, as the researcher, to consider the research 
questions and analyze the data from a variety of different angles and lenses.  
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Coding, Memoing, and Constant Comparative Analysis 
 The strength of grounded theory is found in the process, involving: (1) coding, (2) 
memoing, and (3) constant comparative analysis. Through these three components of grounded 
theory, emerging patterns are identified (Kimberly and Hans 2017), core categories are solidified 
(Strauss and Corbin 1990), and theories emerge or are validated. The process in grounded theory 
places researchers in a position in which they are continually interacting with the data and the 
subsequent ideas that emerge from it (Charmaz 2006). Furthermore, according to Strauss and 
Corbin (1990:144), the process of grounded theory “is a way of giving life to data by taking 
snapshots of action/interaction and linking them to form a sequence or series.”  
 Coding begins the process by which raw data is prepared for analysis and interpretation 
(Charmaz 2006). Once transcriptions are complete, three variations of coding are utilized: open, 
axial, and selective coding. Initial coding permits the researcher to assign meaning to the data 
through coding (Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, and Usher 2013). Line by line coding is a stylized 
form of open coding in which the researcher analyzes the qualitative data in the transcript one 
line at a time. The preference of the researcher of the current project was the use of gerunds (the 
turning of a verb into a verb functioning as a noun using -ing endings: making love, 
masturbating, feeling shamed) in line by line open coding. Once open coding is complete, 
connections can be made between transcripts using patterns of gerunds from one transcript to 
another. Axial coding takes the data organized in open coding, and creates and connects broader 
categories. Finally, in selective coding, the researcher selects primary categories and analyzes 
them against other categories and subcategories (Strauss and Corbin 1990; Charmaz, 2006; 
Austin 2016).  
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 As patterns emerge in coding and categories are in development, the researcher can turn 
to memoing. In memoing, the researcher writes out their analysis of the coding. What memoing 
allows for is a more detailed analysis of the categories created through the coding process, the 
analysis of the researcher becomes more solidified (Hesse-Biber 2014), and the researcher is 
further grounded in the meanings conveyed by the research respondents (Charmaz 1995). 
Memoing aids in conceptualizing the data, expanding codes, and developing categories (Miles 
and Huberman 1994). As memoing opens up new possibilities for the data, reconsideration of the 
data and the categories can take place using selective or axial coding.  
 The third component of this process involves a constant comparative analysis. In the 
constant comparative analysis process, the entirety of the data is analyzed repeatedly with each 
element of the data (sentences, paragraphs, quotes, fragments, etc.) being compared with other 
components and facets of the data (Thomas 2013). For instance, in this project, the coding from 
one narrative is compared to the coding of another narrative to reveal emerging patterns. This 
practice is continued until there is a point of saturation in which no more patterns emerge or 
additional codes appear. Constant comparative analysis ultimately allows the researcher to 
recognize, validate, or discredit theories emerging from the data.  It must be noted that while 
coding, memoing, and constant compare analysis are separate stages of analysis, memoing and 
constant compare analysis can begin early on in the process and remain ongoing through all 
phases of analysis. 
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Data Collection 
 I believe using qualitative data derived from in-depth interviews provide a stronger 
explanation of how sexual selves have developed in research participants. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and 
Martin (1948) point out that the quality of a case history is only as good as the quality of the 
interview. For the purposes of the current study, a slightly looser approach than a direct Q and A 
interview protocol was in order. The data collection needed to come from a less formal interview 
format, and more of a lengthy dialogue. While the researcher poses questions as a launching 
point and for the purpose of clarity, the respondent must be permitted to guide the discussion 
outside of the confines of any particular question. Clarifying questions came about as a direct 
response to a reply by a particular participant. With matters as sensitive as one’s sexuality, the 
researcher found that a more conversational dialogue relaxes the participant and provides a 
richer, more in-depth response. 
 A potential issue when studying sexuality is the effect that the biases of the researcher 
may have on the collection of data and, ultimately, the findings of the study. Bourdieu (1992) 
recognized the problems inherent in researcher bias and suggested that reflexivity served as a 
potential solution to the issue. Reflexivity, for the purposes of this study, refers to the 
researcher’s awareness of themselves, their attitudes, and beliefs when conducting interview 
data, their relationship to the respondent, and an understanding of how the researcher and the 
respondent are situated in society. In the case of the current study, the ascribed status of the 
researcher presents the potential of bias in the research. The researcher identifies as a white male 
from upper class origins. Should the researcher expose themselves in the data, the study threatens 
to be held to criticism (ibid). It is incumbent upon the researcher to develop techniques to 
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encourage reflexivity and minimize the adverse effects of bias on the study (Sprague 2016). In 
the current study, such techniques include: (1) holding the focus to the narrative of the 
respondent, working from their standpoint, and grounding interpretation to their experiences 
(ibid), (2) permitting subjugated knowledge and experience of the respondent to be the core 
knowledge base of the discussion, (3) the use of clarifying questions to avoid biased assumptions 
on the part of the researcher, and (4) never failing to recognize that the researcher has attitudes 
and beliefs that may differ from those in the narrative being presented. Recognizing the position 
of the researcher as a reflexive entity in the interview helps to negate pre-conceived notions and 
minimize bias in the situation.  
 The population of potential participants in the study, or the sample frame, consisted of 
individuals from the general population not chosen based on any recognized attributes that may 
bias the data. Past studies have been criticized for choosing study participants based on 
recognized attributes or preconceived notions. In the case of Kinsey, participants were often 
selected based on perceptions of sexual deviancy attributed to a specific group. Masters and 
Johnson selected participants that they knew to be sexually active, when such an attribute was 
not necessary to the study at hand. Ritchie, Lewis, Elam, Tennant, and Rahim (2014) claim that a 
sample frame should provide details that inform selection, provide a comprehensive basis in 
selecting the sample, and provide a sufficient number of potential participants for the study. As 
the researcher of this study was looking to obtain narratives of one’s sexuality, these persons 
from the general population allow for that criteria. Individuals in the sampling frame of the 
present study allows for non-probability sampling. Anyone in the general public learning about 
the study and volunteering, whether solicited or unsolicited, to participate or participants 
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obtained through snowball and purposive methods meet conditions of non-probability sampling. 
The choice also makes the sampling frame current, appropriate for the needs of the study, 
complete within the confines of this project, and affordable. Should, through the process of data 
collection, the sample frame have proven to be lacking in necessary demographics, such as in 
areas of gender, race, class, or wider geographic or cultural inclusion, additional sample frames 
would have been needed for supplemental purposes. No such additional measures were 
necessary. 
 Participants for this qualitative study (N=50) consisted of individuals found largely 
through the process of snowball sampling (approximate N=42), as well as select participants 
previously known to the researcher that have asked to be interviewed prior to the beginning of 
the project (N=8). With snowball sampling, future participants for a study were found through 
referrals of mutual relations by current study participants in a given population (Goodman 1961). 
Often, during the data collection process for this study, participants suggested potential 
participants without the researcher needing to ask. Snowball sampling allows prospective 
participants to be assured of their safety and comfort by persons they are familiar with who have 
previously participated in the study, and gives them an idea of what to expect during their 
participation. In only one instance was chain sampling proven to be necessary for a more in-
depth data collection. Similar to snowball sampling, chain sampling uses present study 
respondents to locate future participants for the study. The difference with chain sampling is that 
the link between the present and the future participant, who meets the sampling criteria, is 
relevant to the research being conducted (Ritchie, et al. 2014). In the case for this study, a 
husband, Charles, was brought in to discuss the sex life of a marriage already discussed by his 
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wife, Kate. Charles was interviewed two days after Kate, then, on a third occasion, the couple 
was interviewed together. This was the only case where two respondents were interviewed 
together and only occurred as circumstances allowed for it.  
 In the event that data collection through snowball or chain sampling had insufficiently 
included key demographics of race, class, gender, sexual orientation or a variety of sexual 
desires, behaviors, or lifestyles, then purposive sampling would have been required. With 
purposive sampling, potential participants are targeted in order to have necessary subject matters 
and diversity among the participants included in the study. For instance, it may be beneficial to 
hear from persons who engage in a BDSM or a Swinger lifestyle. Perhaps there is not diversity 
of religions among the respondents. If the original sample frame does not produce the necessary 
subject matter or diversity, a supplementary sample frame may have to be added utilizing 
purposive sampling. Again, as with additional sample frames, purposive sampling was not 
determined to be necessary.   
 Prospective participants in the study were immediately given a research consent form that 
explained the purpose of the study, guaranteed their confidentiality, informed them of possible 
risks, detailed how the data collection process was to be carried out, informed them of their 
rights, and provided them with external sources to contact such as university personnel familiar 
with the project. Appendix A provides the IRB approval memo for this project. Appendix B 
provides a copy of the IRB-approved research consent form. Once the form was gone over and 
signed, the interview was conducted at a time and place of the respondent’s choosing. Locations 
varied from the researcher’s university office to coffeehouses, restaurants, parks, museums, and 
participant’s homes. In addition to face-to-face interviews, interviews over Skype, Scopia, and 
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Facetime was also made available to potential participants. All interviews are audio recorded, 
with the participants permission, and transcribed at a later date consistent with the stipulations of 
the consent form. Respondents were given the opportunity to change answers at a later date, 
make corrections, view the transcripts, or leave the study altogether and have their responses 
omitted from use and destroyed. Interviews were conducted in the spring and summer of 2019. 
The length of interviews varied with the briefest interview lasting 14 minutes and the longest 
running just over thirteen hours in length. 
Ethical Considerations and Risks 
 The current study involves interviews with human subjects that concern an exploration of 
their sexuality: sometimes information provided in these interviews have previously been kept 
private. It was necessary for the project to hold to the highest ethical standards for the protection 
of the research participants, given the sensitive nature of the topic, the proximity of the 
researcher and respondent, and the potential for unforeseen, adverse consequences to arise. The 
consent form, given to all potential participants, clearly explained the rights of the research 
participant, an explanation of the study being conducted, and resources available to participants. 
Once the form was signed, the respondents proceeded knowing they controlled their 
participation.  On the part of the researcher, the key ethical issues centered doing no harm, 
ensuring respect for the participants of the study, and acknowledging and regulating power 
differentials in the interview and analytical process (Bell 2014). 
 A primary concern that needed to be addressed was the possibility of a triggering event 
occurring with a respondent who has Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) from past 
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experiences involving sexual trauma or abuse. PTSD manifests itself differently from one person 
to another. One person may react immediately to a triggering event while another may not react 
for several days or weeks. Triggering events cannot be predicted or assumed so a basic protocol 
was necessary for the possibility of triggering events occurring in all participants. The protocol I 
developed was used in my interviews for my Masters thesis at Minnesota State University - 
Mankato (Wahl 2016). First and foremost, participants had knowledge of the interview topic 
beforehand. No participant entered into the project uninformed. Apart from fore-knowledge, 
participants: (1) had their rights explained in the consent form, including their right to leave the 
study at any time and have their responses stricken from the project, (2) understood that they 
were being granted confidentiality, (3) decided the location and time of the interview so they 
could choose a time and place they felt most comfortable with, (4) were allowed to have others 
in the interview with them or in close proximity, (5) were provided with the contact information 
of my major advisor and the Sociology department along with a list of resources they may turn to 
in the case of a triggering event, including National Sexual Assault Hotline, National Sexual 
Violence Resource Center, National Center for PTSD, Darkness to Light, Safe Horizon, National 
Domestic Violence Hotline, and The Rape, Abuse, Incest National Network (RAINN). Finally, 
the interviews were formatted as a conversation. The conversational approach permitted 
respondents to reveal only what they wished to reveal and stay away from subject matters that 
may have unnerved or traumatized them, such as in cases of past sexual abuse. Furthermore, 
questions or clarifying points on the researcher’s part did not include questions about past sexual 
trauma. When any information regarding past trauma came up, it was only from the respondent’s 
initiative. In studying links between childhood trauma and postpartum psychosis, Perry, Gordon-
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Smith, Forty, Craddock, Jones, and Jones (2016) asked respondents directly about significant 
childhood events instead of mentioning abuse directly. Even the approach by Perry, et al., may 
have been too “pushing.” In my conversational style, I believed participants would bring up 
events of past trauma if they felt it is appropriate to the dialogue and they felt comfortable doing 
so.  
 I remained concerned with the comfort and well-being of all respondents. Several 
respondents commented that they liked the fact that the interview took the form of a dialogue. 
The format allowed them to help lead the conversation rather than being held to a set of prepared 
questions. These methods I have utilized for years are structured to provide my respondents with 
a sense of safety and well-being. 
  
Methodology Limitations 
 Apart from the standard limitations of qualitative research, such as subjectivity issues and 
the lack of result verification, concern with limitations in the current project is sample size. The 
study was held to 50 participants. Copes, Hochstetler, and Forsyth (2013:769) suggest that the 
“goal of sampling in qualitative research is to reach a point of saturation.” Fifty participants, in a 
project as broad and rigorous as this one, hardly promises a point of saturation. Because of the 
small sample size, generalizability is problematic. Data, according to Glaser (2012, online), is 
only “as good as far as it goes.” When one takes into account the analysis of a wide range of 
categories such as sex, age, race, marital status, occupation, level of income, birthplace, 
education level, and religion, the degrees of variation in each category are vast, not to mention 
when analyzed as a combined whole. Therefore, the sample size must be quite large in order to 
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effectively capture the frequency of variation in each group (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin 1948). 
High profile studies on human sexuality have demanded large sample sizes. Kinsey’s work had 
an interview sample size of 5,300 males (ibid) and 5,940 females (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, and 
Gebhard 1953). Hite (1976, 1978) used surveys that were sent out with a return from 3,000 
females and 7,239 males. Masters and Johnson (1966) conducted interviews prior to their lab 
observations of 382 females and 312 males (not counting their prostitution population). And, 
most recently, Lehmiller (2018) surveyed people on their sexual desires with a sample size of 
4,175 respondents. 
 It is understood that the sample size analyzed here is insufficient for adequate group 
frequency calculation or generalization. The current project, however, is an ongoing project that 
does not conclude with the present study results. As the project continues beyond this current 
form, this researcher intends to have a sample size of several thousand participants from a wide 
array of cultures, races, genders, classes, and sexual orientations. 
 Another concern is that of sampling frame. With the small sample size, I was constantly 
questioning whether or not I was getting a sample of participants that reflected enough diversity 
to truly answer my research questions and inform my study. This question remained at the 
forefront as I gathered participants. Snowball sampling proved to be effective enough, for a 
sample this size, so purposive sampling did not need to be employed. It was my responsibility to 
have a sample that represented the variety of sexual experiences, sexual identities, sexual-
orientations, races, classes, and genders to the best of my ability. Expanding this study will 
provide the opportunity to increase the diversity of the sample. 
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 The current study relied on a grounded theory approach to understanding the construction 
of sexual selves, which allowed for: (1) the categorization of sexual meanings, (2) new theories 
to emerge and integrate with previously held theoretical findings, (3) meanings people put on 
things to be highlighted in the process, and (4) the researcher to work more closely with the data. 
As the meaning people place on things is essential in the interactionist tradition, narratives 
proved vital in exploring and understanding the meanings respondents attached to aspects of 
sexuality. Via the grounded theory approach, the researcher is confident that the structure of this 
qualitative study has produced a more robust understanding of the construction of sexual selves. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE CONSTRUCTION OF SEXUAL SELVES 
 Narratives gathered from 50 personal interviews displayed the complex webbing of 
sexual selves and the manners in which they are constructed. In explaining how sexual selves are 
fashioned, the present project relied heavily on the narratives provided. Not only do the 
narratives demonstrate past and current sexual selves, but also show emerging patterns that 
provide a preview of future sexual selves. These narratives are richly textured in emotion, 
struggle, yearning, bravery, humor, pain, and hope. The narratives also provide a quintessential 
roadmap for how the respondents arrived at where they are sexually and where they are going. 
One cannot accurately study human sexuality without letting people speak for themselves and 
extend their stories and accounts. As Judith Roof (1996) observed, ideas of narratives and 
sexuality inform one another. In his study of transsexuality, Mason-Schrock (1996:176) 
questions, “To fashion a biographical story imposes a comforting order on our experience, but 
how do we arrive at stories that feel right, that point to authentic selfhood?” According to 
Mason-Schrock (ibid:189), “Transsexuals used self-narratives to convincingly invent a 
differently gendered “true self,” but they didn’t invent or use self-narratives in isolation. 
Subcultural involvement, at some level, was essential.” In conclusion he (ibid:190) states, “As 
the case of transsexuals shows, interacting with others gives us what we need to make the self as 
real and true as it can ever be.” What follows is how participants in the current study explain who 
they are sexually and how they came to be the people they are sexually, their authentic sexual 
selves.  
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Demographics  
(Refer to Appendix C) 
 Gender Identity: 24 participants in the study identified as female with an additional two 
respondents identifying as cis-female. Another 22 participants identified as male. There were 
zero instances of anyone identifying as cis-male. Two participants identified outside of the 
female/male binary; one respondent identified as fluid and the other as non-binary. Of the two 
participants who identified as something outside the binary classification, both were biologically 
born male. 
 Sexual Orientation: A majority of respondents identified as straight or heterosexual 
(answers were recorded as they were given) (N=30) and yet, despite the small sample size, there 
was a significant number of participants responding with sexual orientations outside 
heterosexuality. Other sexual orientations included: bisexual = 6, gay = 5, pansexual = 3, queer = 
1, bicurious = 1, fluid = 1, and polyamorous = 1. In addition, one respondent answered that he 
was flexamourous/bisexual/homoflexible and another respondent described her sexual 
orientation as “Not straight, not gay. Somewhere in the middle” (Anna, age 19).  
 Age: The participants in the current study provided a wide spectrum of ages that 
permitted the researcher to look at human sexuality from a life course perspective. The youngest 
recorded age was 19 (Anna) and the oldest respondents being Charles and Sam, age 70. All age 
grouping by decade between 19 and 70 were well represented. 
 Race/Ethnicity: As with sexual orientation, that included a wide variety of responses 
outside of heterosexuality, there was a significant representation of race/ethnicity responses 
outside of the “white” category. While 36 respondents did identify as white or caucasian (again, 
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answers were recorded as they were given), other race/ethnicity responses were: African-
American = 4, Hispanic = 3, Native American = 2, Asian-Indonesian = 1, Jewish = 1, Bosnian-
Muslim = 1, and Indian = 1.  
  Marital Status: 29 of the respondents reported being single. 15 of the respondents 
reported being married, this includes two respondents, Kate (age 65) and Charles (age 70), who 
are married and both were interviewed for this project. Another 5 reported being divorced. One 
respondent reported her marital status as “cohabiting” (Caitlin, age 25).  
 Children: A majority of participants (N=37) reported being childless. Of those reporting 
they had children, those with one child = 4, with two children = 5, and with three children = 4. 
No respondents reported having more than three children. 
 Religion: Respondents claiming to be agnostic, atheist, or having no religion came close 
to matching the number of respondents who claimed a faith-based religion (22/28). This 
narrowing of the gap between those who declare a religion versus those who do not follows 
recent trends in religious affiliation. The 2018 General Social Survey (NORC 2019) data (see 
Charts 1 and 2 below) revealed that there is a dramatic surge in those declaring no religion with 
those of no religion (23.1%) being statistically the same as those who are evangelicals (22.8%). 
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Chart 1: Religious Affiliation by Year 
 
Chart 2: Population Percentage to Religious Affiliation 
(Analysis of 2018 GSS data by Ryan P. Burge, Eastern Illinois University) 
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The breakdown of religious affiliation in the current study for those who do not claim religious 
affiliation include: None = 15, Agnostic = 3, Atheist = 2, Questioning = 1, and Spiritual, but not 
religious = 1. The breakdown of respondents who affirm to having a religious affiliation 
included: Christian = 13, Lutheran = 5, Jewish = 2, Catholic = 2, Roman Catholic = 2, Jehovah 
Witness = 1, Muslim = 1, Episcopalian = 1, and Buddhist = 1. 
 Level of Education: The level of education amongst the research participants covered the 
full scope of formal education, with zero respondents claiming to have no formal education. 
Three respondents, however, refused to answer the question of level of education (Karla, 
Bradley, and Kevin) despite providing answers to all other demographic questions (with the 
exception of Kevin who also refused to provide an answer to his occupation). The breakdown of 
education levels shows a good representation in each academic stage. The report of level of 
education included: High School = 7, Some College = 8, Currently in College = 8, AA = 6, BA = 
9, MA = 8, Ph.D = 1 and N/A = 3.  
 Occupation: Occupations of participants in the project represented the three major class 
levels in society, lower class (housekeepers and cashiers), middle class (management and 
specialists), and upper class (higher level corporate positions such as vice presidents). Also 
included in the data are responses by participants who are strictly students, military personnel, 
and artists. Those claiming to be retired or unemployed are also included in the data.  
 Birthplace: With regard to birthplace, sixteen states in the United States are represented 
in the current study spanning each quadrant of the country: north, west, east, and south. 
Internationally: Indonesia, Bosnia, Mexico, Germany, and India are represented in the data. 
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The Process of Socialization 
 Through the internalization of social norms, individuals are shaped to be socially 
acceptable human beings. Negotiated interactions in the socialization process both create and 
recreate selves (Gecas 1981). The self, then, influences and serves as a reflection of society 
(Mead 1934). The process of socialization does not culminate in an achievement, rather, it spans 
over one’s life-course, continually developing an individual’s moral obligation to society and 
guiding their social behaviors. For Mead (1934), the process of socialization influences the 
development of the self. Socialization is reflected in Mead’s notion of the “I” and the “me.” Each 
instinct or desire of the individual (I) is set against learned social normativity to which the 
impulse to act is weighed (me). According to Mead, humans are born only with the capacity for 
having a self. Selves originate and are developed through social interaction. Therefore, the self 
does not exist at birth. Blumer (1969:62) reminds us that Mead “saw the self as a process and not 
as a structure." That process begins following birth once interaction is possible, first through 
gestures and then through verbal language. In Cooley’s (1902) estimation, fleshed out in his 
looking-glass self, the process of socialization is viewed in one’s perceptions of self-judgment 
against one’s perceptions of self by others. In both Mead and Cooley’s theory, socialization is 
dependent upon social interaction and, therefore, others. Others appear as agents of socialization, 
such agents being parents, friends, religious leaders, teachers, co-workers, politicians, etc.  
 In the socialization of sexuality, the socialization process, initiated by agents of 
socialization, becomes a form of social control (Plante 2006). The sexual attitudes and behaviors 
of an individual are shaped and regulated by others, first by parents and then within schools and 
churches. Sexual scripts (the who, what, why, when, and where of appropriate sexual conduct) 
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are culturally developed through agents of socialization in order to guide sexual conduct and 
develop socially acceptable, sexual human beings.  
 Categories of socialization emerging from the current research study’s data included: (1) 
parental influence, (2) sex education classes, (3) early sources of sexual knowledge, (4) 
influences of the external environment in childhood, (5) imitation and play, and (6) religion.  
Parental influence 
 Parents find themselves in a precarious position when approaching sexual matters with 
their children. According to Gagnon (1977:79, italics in original), “Adults are caught in an 
impossible situation. On the one hand, it is important that children should not do anything sexual 
before they are supposed to; on the other hand, adults should play some positive role in 
developing children’s sexuality.” The mindset, here, for some, if not many, parents is, by keeping 
the children ignorant of sexuality, they are warding off sexual activity for a longer period of time. 
Despite having the role of providing children with their first sense of self (Cooley 1902), given 
the responses of the participants in the current study, parents tended to shy away from the 
responsibility to their children’s sexual development and education. Only 39% of respondents in 
the study reported that sex was discussed in their childhood household, meaning that in 61% of 
the households of participants, sex was not discussed; this included children not being given the 
“sex talk” by their parents. A variety of reasons for parents not discussing sex in the household 
were given, including discomfort by parents, religious dictation, moral standing, and parental 
ignorance on the subject. Moore and Rosenthal (1993) found that while parents had a significant 
influence on the sexual attitudes and behaviors of their children, they provided little information 
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about sexuality to the children. In some cases, the amount and type of talk about sex, by the 
parents, depended upon the gender of the child. Juanita (age 20) said there was a difference 
between the sex education she got at home and the education her brother received: “My family 
tried to shield me from [sex] but I also noticed that they didn’t really try to shield my brother 
from it.” Juanita’s parents spoke relatively openly about sex to her brother but did not talk about 
it with her until they found out she got on birth control when she was 18. Karla (age 52) wishes 
her mom had talked to her about sex. Karla recounted how sex was considered shameful in her 
household and everyone kept quiet about it. Karla had to learn about sex on her own which she 
attributes to “a lot of emotional damage.” Kevin (age 35) also wishes his parents had talked to 
him about sex. Because they did not talk about sex, Kevin claims it still makes him “feel weird if 
it became a topic of conversation.” If his parents had talked about sex, he believes he would be 
able to talk about it without feeling uncomfortable. Chelsea (age 32) held similar sentiments: 
My mother didn’t talk to me about sex, she just chastised me when she 
found out about me being involved with guys. I found out everything 
through experience, asking questions to my friends, and watching porn, 
basically. It wasn’t talked about so it wasn’t brought up at all. It would 
have been nice to be open about sex and sexuality but on the other hand, I 
was never comfortable when I talked to my mom about anything. 
 For Madison (age 22), her parents “left it up to the schools to teach her,” in order to ease 
their discomfort. Several respondents had parents who left it up to others (most often schools) to 
teach their children about sex. The problem that emerged was that, in many cases, the schools, 
where these respondents attended, did not offer sex education, provided limited information, or 
minimized any education to abstinence only. In the case of Kate (age 65), no one would talk to 
her about sex and she remained “naive” until her wedding night. Jessica (age 48) paints a bleak 
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picture of her upbringing: “There was no talk about sex. I came from a heritage of coldness 
towards others.” Lynette (age 28) vows that things will be different when she has children. They 
will be educated about sex in the home. “I was raised in a house of lesbians who never talked 
about sex. Periods were even secret. I was horrified in school when girls were discussing the 
secret.” What worries Lynette now is that her ignorance could have set her life on a difficult 
trajectory: “What if I had gotten pregnant in school, all because I didn’t know anything?”  
 When parents did talk, often the primary topic, for female children, was how one should 
wait until marriage until they had sex, whereas, boys heard more often about how to be safe, 
again, marking a gender division in how parents talk to their children about sex. Some 
respondents were taught in the household by parents so ill-informed or prejudiced that they felt 
no information would have almost been more beneficial than what they did receive. Joan (age 
27) was raised in a strict Jehovah Witness household: “My parents were very strict. You could 
only date Jehovah Witnesses and you had to wait until marriage to have sex and that was it for 
sex talk. You just had to be a good girl.” Household discussions of sexuality were more harsh for 
Mason (age 21): “People didn’t talk too much about sex when I was growing up. When they did, 
it was mostly talk about what to do or what not be — gay, for example. Lot of talk about 
‘faggots.’ I didn’t understand what the problem was. But I didn’t say anything. I was too afraid to 
ask questions about it.” Ashley (age 24) also grew afraid to ask questions in her household. Her 
mother refused to answer her question about how to use a tampon when the time came that she 
needed to start using them, “She just told me to figure it out. I had to have a friend show me how 
to use it.”  
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 Some respondents did, however, have positive and rewarding discussions about sex with 
their parents that they are grateful for to this day. Don (age 29) was happy he had open 
conversations about sex in his household when he was growing up, “But, at the same time, it was 
tampered by a level of traditional Christian values; no sex before you marry, body is a temple, 
etc.” Caitlin’s (age 25) parents were the source of her sexual knowledge, “My parents were 
always very open about answering any questions I had about sex. My mom and I would watch 
opera a lot, so she had some talks about sexuality.” Annette (age 39) credits her parents talking to 
her about sex for her current open-mindedness and accepting attitude about sex. Bradley (age 48) 
thanks his mom for his positive self image today, “She sat me down and talked to me and made 
me watch a cartoon about it when I was very young. She made me understand that parts have a 
purpose. Most of all, she made sure I was safe.” Bradley was candid in his belief that everyone 
needs to be open in talking about sex: 
I think sex in this country… there’s been room for men to have forthright 
conversations, especially about how it’s all supposed to work but from a 
woman’s standpoint, half the women my age hardly knew how their parts 
really worked because their mother’s wouldn’t talk about it. To have that 
conversation is one of the healthiest conversations in this country. But… 
sex is taboo. Most men think women don’t talk about sex or talk quietly or 
reserved about it, but, I’ve been around them when they talk… they are 
filthy (laughs).  
Sex Education 
 The great majority of respondents (61%) did not learn about sex in their family 
households. Many of those respondents had sex education classes in school, often around eighth 
grade. 68% of respondents reported having had, at least, some form of sex education in school. 
32% reporting that they received no form of sex education during their pre-college school years. 
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The content of the sex education classes offered to participants of this study included: sexually 
transmitted diseases (23 reports), anatomy (2 reports), safe sex (4 reports), and birth control (7 
reports). Fourteen respondents reported having abstinence only classes and there were only 2 
reports (a meager 4% of the sample) of a comprehensive sex education class.  
 Participants experienced as many issues, if not more, with the sex education classes 
offered to them, as with the talks from their parents, or lack thereof. Waskul, Vannini, and 
Wiesen (2007) studied the symbolic knowledge women have of their clitoris. When women in 
the study were asked how they learned about their clitoris, parental education and sex education 
proved to be lacking as a source of knowledge. Vicki, a participant in the Waskul, et al. 
(2007:158) study, wrote, “I was actually never told anything about it from my parents.” Jill, 
another participant in the Waskul, et al. (ibid) study concurred, “It was never something that was 
talked about in my house, not even between my mom and I.” Sex education classes were no 
more help than their parents. Vicki reported a curricular omission in the sex education class she 
attended, “Our teacher just explained what each part of the body and girls’ anatomy was. But 
didn’t really tell us anything about what each thing was for” (Waskul, et al. 2007:157).  
 Narratives of the participants in the current study are consistent with the respondents in 
the Waskul, et al., (2007) regarding sex education. Only two respondents in the current study 
described their sex education class as comprehensive. Out of those two respondents, only one 
thought highly of the course, “I thought my teacher did a really good job at teaching our sex 
education course, because he was a firm believer that educated children prevent unwanted 
children” (Caitlin, age 25). Mark (age 22) wishes he had escaped some of the pitfalls from not 
having a comprehensive sex education class, “I went to a private Christian school. So we didn’t 
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have any sex education and we were left to our own devices.” Mark did not consider being left to 
his own devices as having a positive effect on his early sexuality.  
 Apart from the two participants who were given comprehensive sex education classes, 
other respondents were highly critical of the education they were given: 
My biology teacher asked, “Does anybody know what V.D. is?” That was 
about it. Everybody was really embarrassed. 
(Mary, age 67) 
It was terrible — not realistic for a teenager. We [girls] had already had 
our period for two years before they told us about puberty and having a 
period. Too late. 
(Melanie, age 26) 
They told the girls how to use a tampon. They told the boys how to use 
deodorant. Embarrassing.  
(Ashley, age 24).  
Sex ed was offered but it was lumped into the drugs and alcohol 
education classes and labeled “Health 101.” The main piece of advice 
was the same: Don’t do any of it. 
(Aaron, age 24) 
There really wasn’t any sex education. It was a small part of a health 
class. They just told us that we’d get diseases if we had sex. This was 7th 
grade. We barely knew what sex was. It was a quick class on sex being 
wrong unless you were married. Don’t have sex. Oh, and don’t be gay 
because that’s bad too (laughs). 
(Robbie, age 31, gay) 
There was required sex ed in my high school. They went over the usual 
diseases and parts. Not very well though. They only really taught 
condoms and birth control but not how to get or use either of them. 
(Debra, age 22) 
IT WAS SHIT! The private schools I went to said don’t have sex and that 
was it. 
(Steven, age 22) 
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It was ABSTAIN. The class was awkward. I wish it would have been 
longer to the point where we have to get involved instead of everyone 
being quiet as church mice. No one said a thing and it was more of a box 
that was checked off. 
(Kevin, age 35) 
Sex ed was part of a health class. All they said was that you would get a 
disease if you had sex with someone else. They didn’t tell us what sex 
was — just not to do it. 
(Mason, age 21) 
 Regardless of sex or gender, religious affiliation, race or ethnicity, or age, the criticisms 
of sex education in America, according to the participants in this study remained consistent. A 
few of the respondents made mention of not realizing how poorly educated they were in school, 
regarding sex, until they were having sexual experiences of their own: 
At the time I took [sex ed], I really had no idea I was missing out on so 
much. But once I experienced things for myself, I realized just how 
lacking those classes were. They most definitely do not teach adequately. 
It is literally the bare minimum and so severely abstinence-based. It’s 
ridiculous. 
(Annette, age 39) 
Common topics respondents listed as wishing had been incorporated into their sex ed classes 
included: LGBT+ awareness, body parts of the opposite sex and their functions, fetishes, 
lubrication, how to talk to your partner about sex, bleeding when losing your virginity, what to 
expect the first time, sexual thoughts, the mechanics of sex, what to expect with pregnancy, 
abortion, and the connection between love and sex. 
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Sources of Sexual Knowledge 
 If the primary source of knowledge about sex was not parents or sex education classes, to 
what did respondents attribute as being the source of their knowledge of sex? Some participants 
listed a couple sources but most credited a single source. Parents did appear as a source of sexual 
knowledge. Seven respondents credited their parents with providing them with their early 
education about sexuality. However, seven respondents make up only 14% of the total sample 
and 39% reported that their parents had talked to them about sex. To elucidate this disjuncture, 
respondents reporting their parents had talked to them about sex explained that the discussions, 
that were had in the household, were not to the level where they could be considered an accurate 
knowledge of sex. Parents were characterized as being ignorant about the material, too 
prejudiced to be taken seriously, or uncomfortable to the point that clear thoughts were not being 
extended. Several respondents said the subject was so poorly discussed that nothing was learned. 
Only parents were mentioned, siblings or extended family were not bought up except in a single 
case where a cousin was recognized.  
 Friends turned out to be the main source of sexual knowledge (15 reporting). Often this 
knowledge came from friends who were more experienced at sexual matters or had learned about 
sex from a household where sexual discussions were open. Information, provided by friends, 
tended to be mostly disseminated at school or, in several cases, on the way to school. Debra (age 
22) divulged, “Like most kids, it started at the back of the bus. Since then I have come to realize 
that it’s not a very reliable source. Today most of it comes from fact checked websites.” Along 
with friends, other students were also mentioned (2 reporting).  
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 After parents and friends, the remainder of the list consists of: books and magazines (6 
reporting) — Mary (age 67) described the anger of her mother upon discovering that Mary was 
reading “Valley of the Dolls.” Mary said, “She just wanted to burn it. Now I remember more 
about mom’s disapproval than anything in the book,” television (1 reporting), movies (6 
reporting), the internet — non-pornography (5 reporting), internet porn (3 reporting), porn — 
other than online porn (4 reporting), experience — often described as a period of trial and error 
(7 reporting), others — anonymous non-family or friends (1 reporting), the media — defined as 
all media encompasses (3 reporting), health class/sex ed — comprehensive (2 reporting), 
subculture (1 reporting). Subculture, like all these other agents of socialization was revealed to 
be an essential source of knowledge of sexuality by Michelle (age 37). Rose (1962) suggests that 
a basic assumption of symbolic interactionism is that individuals are not only socialized into the 
general culture but into subcultures, as well. Most of Michelle’s early knowledge of sex was 
credited to her friends but she acknowledged that entering into a swinger lifestyle with her 
husband opened the doors for her. She credits the people they meet at organized parties, where 
couples often meet up for sexual encounters, for expanding her knowledge of sexuality 
exponentially and changing who she is sexually:  
My husband and I have attended several “lifestyle” parties. My sexuality 
is more open when we attend the parties. I learn something new every 
time. I am more confident in my sexuality. I understand that my sexuality 
is not just the act of intercourse but involves flirting, feeling good about 
myself, dressing in a way to gain other’s attention and stuff like that. I am 
more open to lesbian acts, I dress more provocatively and am comfortable 
with PDA [public displays of affection] with my husband. 
(Michelle, age 37) 
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The External Environment 
 Michelle’s description of how her external environment influenced her came in 
adulthood, but Michelle was not the only participant in the study that was socialized by her 
external environment. The external environment, the environment in which they grew up outside 
their household, had an effect on every respondent. Sexual socialization also hinges on the world 
around children in their immediate environment. Community economics, sexual attitudes, 
religiosity, living conditions, politics, morality, and normativity all play an essential part in the 
early development of sexual selves. Melanie (age 26) believes her sexuality was shaped by the 
strict patriarchal environment in which she grew up. She reacted against it by wanting to be 
dominant in sex. Melanie explains, “You’re supposed to be more docile and in the submissive 
role and with guys, it’s more about them than about you. That’s how the outside world affects 
your sexuality.”  
 Other respondents also described a hostile environment around them when they were 
growing up. In his hometown, Spencer (age 21) worried about being gay in a severely 
homophobic community. “I had to fake it by acting hetero,” Spencer admits. Only today does 
Spencer say he is getting around to understanding his sexuality. Spencer has started dressing in 
what he views as a non-masculine manner and has a non-masculine haircut, something he could 
not have done growing up where he could only identify as “cis-male.” Aaron (age 24) also had 
difficulty growing up in an environment that was not conducive to LGBT+ lifestyles: 
My school and community had a bad opinion of LGBT related issues, 
hence why I stayed in the closet until college. In general, I have had a hard 
time expressing my attraction which can be partially attributed to my 
parents and my school. My school had a rule against any kind of PDA 
(public displays of affection), and my parents’ relationship has not 
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included PDA in the time I have been alive, and they never explicitly 
talked to me about anything involving their relationship. 
Vihaan (age 26) attributes his frotteurism to the distance of people around him when he was 
growing up: 
Everyone was so cold. No one came near anyone. Even my parents were 
cold people. They didn’t give warmth to me, my brothers, or my sisters. 
There was almost never a touch, not a hug or a pat on the head. Maybe 
that’s why I like touching people so much now. 
When women were talked about in Lauren’s (age 28) immediate environment, it was in sexual 
ways. “It was very old world, the way we lived and the way people thought.” Lauren describes 
her surroundings:  
Lauren: We were taught that women were just supposed to cook and 
clean and spread their legs when a man wants it. 
Interviewer: This had an effect on you? 
Lauren: It definitely did. In every way? 
Interviewer: How so? 
Lauren: In… Every… Way. 
 Often the sexual attitudes of the community were painted in a negative light. Only Debra 
(age 22) put a positive spin on her surroundings. She mentioned that neither her parents or any 
adults she knew in her social realm had a functioning relationship and there wasn’t a “sexual 
environment” where she grew up. Despite this, she says, “I hope to create a more sexually open 
environment for my future family. I had to figure a lot out on my own and that led to a lot of 
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mistakes. Granted, these mistakes ended up leading me in the right direction so at least it ended 
well.” 
Play and Games 
 According to Mead (1934), early selves are partially developed through play and games. 
In play, children imitate what they witness, such as when “playing house.” The children imitate 
adults, temporarily taking on roles. In play, children begin to develop an organization and 
structure in selfhood by conducting dialogues and behaviors with another made up of the 
reproduction of adult activities in their social sphere. Games, on the other hand, begin to solidify 
structure through rule implementation. The roles the child takes on are no longer imaginary or 
imitative. In the roles they don, children now must understand the organization and rules of, not 
only their roles, but the roles of others around them. In a baseball game, each player must know 
the expectations of their position, as well as the position of all other players for the game to be 
played in an organized manner; one that makes sense.  
 The narratives in this project produced several examples of imitation that were consistent 
with Mead’s idea of play. Examples also contained evidence of rule-taking, demonstrating 
Mead’s notion of games. Sexual imitation appeared often in narratives when respondents detailed 
moments from their childhood. Annette (age 39) recalled knowing little about sex, but what her 
and her friends did know about, they imitated, “It was mostly just grinding and giggling about 
it… and pretending to be in love.” Carson (age 39) and his friends imitated what they saw on 
television and in movies. “We would act out scenes we saw with improvisation. I think, one time, 
one of us was a cop and one of us was a prostitute. We were doing something we saw on a cop 
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drama,” Carson remembered. In both cases, Carson, Annette, and their friends were taking on 
adult roles they witnessed and experimenting with them and learning from them in imitation and 
imagination. As self-development is necessarily a social process, intimate and generalized others 
are vital. A child taking on a temporary role must interact with another taking on a temporary 
role in order to learn to act towards the other and react to actions of the other. The involvement 
of others is integral in the sexual play of children: 
The first time I remember acting sexually with another person was when I 
was five years old. I had just watched a vampire movie with my neighbor 
and we were playing “Vampires” with each other. We thought something 
that they did was kiss open mouthed for a while then slowly kiss down to 
the neck and bite. That’s what we saw in the movies. So, we would do 
that and I really liked how it felt. I didn’t think we were doing anything 
wrong. We were just playing around and pretending. But I do remember 
how nice it felt and that I liked it when we did that. One day my mom 
walked in on us doing that and freaked out. We tried to tell her that we 
were just playing but she wasn’t happy. She make me feel ashamed for 
doing it because she said that it was wrong for little girls. 
(Chelsea, age 32) 
 The primary examples of play, in the current study, consistent with Mead’s notion, 
involved dolls, mostly Barbies. With dolls, children are not taking on the roles themselves, they 
are using toys to act out the role behaviors they observe. Jessica (age 48) had her dolls enact 
what her and her friends saw on television eventually adding in her brother’s G.I. Joe dolls, 
because having male and female dolls made the role-playing more “real.” From dolls, Jessica and 
her friends took on the roles themselves in play. After a matter of time, rules entered the equation 
transferring imitation in play to rule-based games: 
My girlfriends all wanted to play house but wanted to do things married 
couples do: hold hands, touch, and “do stuff.” Boys would play because 
they wanted to touch us and “do stuff.” It was all part of playing. Later it 
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turned into games of kissing and taking off our clothes in front of each 
other. 
(Jessica, age 48) 
Once games of kissing and taking off their clothes began, rules had to be installed in order to 
create barriers. In doing so, the children began to take on roles outside the boundaries of play and 
understood that rules were necessary to protect themselves in the chosen roles.  
 Other female respondent’s sexual socialization process, utilizing Meadian play and 
games, followed along similar lines to Jessica’s. All beginning with Barbies: 
I used to play Barbies with my friend from down the street. We had them 
grind together against each other. We thought that was sex because we saw 
that on t.v. When we started dating boys, we learned that things don’t 
work that way. 
(Patricia, age 23) 
When I was in third grade, my friend had another friend over and they got 
in trouble because they put their Barbies, their Ken and Barbie dolls, 
naked together in a drawer. My friend’ s mom found it and it was, “That’s 
not ok!” 
(Joan, age 27) 
In both instances, play moved to game when rules were introduced. For Patricia, when she took 
on the “girlfriend” role with a boy outside of play, she came to understand how things worked 
socially, the rules that needed to be involved, and not only how to do her own role but how other 
roles worked. Joan understood the need for rules when her friends were scolded by one of their 
mothers.  
 A half dozen respondents brought Mead’s idea of games into view when they discussed 
having played the game “Truth or Dare.” In the game, a player chooses to either answer a usually 
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personal question honestly or have other players dare them to do something that often turns out 
to be something awkward or inappropriate that will embarrass the player. At times, the dares turn 
sexual: 
I remember doing rather sexual truth or dare games with the 
neighborhood kids when I was seven and eight. Some of the other kids 
were a year older than me and I had just moved to the area. We would 
dare each other to kiss another person in the group. We saw each other 
naked. We would lay on top of each other naked which is what we 
understood as sex at the time. They taught me what was what I now know 
as masturbation [through Truth and Dare]. One of the boys in my class 
and I would sit next to each other and he put his hand down my pants and 
I put my hand down his. 
(Debra, age 22) 
Truth and Dare got pretty out of hand when I was a kid. It would get 
sexual sometimes. We had to establish rules because it was starting to get 
to be too much. 
(Oliver, age 56) 
Religion 
 Few social structures affect sexual self-construction as much as religion. For the 
religiously oriented, the intersection of religion and sexuality has a significant impact in the 
shaping of who they are sexually. For some, a religious environment may shape an individual’s 
sexuality to conform with religiously accepted norms. Others, in the same environment, who do 
not adhere to the ideals of the immediate religion may face a struggle in the shaping and 
promotion of their sexuality. Religion not only is viewed to be responsible for who some 
individuals are sexually, but also dictates what constitutes proper and rewarding sexual behaviors 
(Hunt and Jung 2009). Durkheim (1915) attributes social order and social cohesion to religion. In 
addition to this, Durkheim asserts religion aids in the provision of meaning and purpose in the 
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lives of individuals. Historically, religion has been a regulatory entity, used for social control 
measures against sexual behaviors and attitudes deemed to be a negative and untoward influence 
on society or the individual’s being as a whole: physical, mental, and spiritual (Rigo, Saroglou, 
and Uzarevic (2016). And, while studies have supported religious influence on sexuality (Landor, 
Simons, Simons, Brody, and Gibbons 2011; Iveniuk, O’Muircheartaigh, and Cagney 2016), other 
studies have demonstrated a conflict between sexuality and religious values in which sexual 
desires have minimized the influence of religion on individuals (Rigo, Saraglou,and Uzarevic 
2016; Legerski and Harker 2018).  
 Of the respondents in the current study identifying as religious or belonging to a religious 
affiliation, less than half (48%) believed their sexual identity, behaviors, or attitudes were 
affected or shaped by their religion. The other 52% did not consider their religion to have any 
influence on their sexuality. Respondents who claimed no religious affiliation or identified as 
agnostic or atheist, noted no religious influence in their sexual lives. One respondent, however, 
shaped her sexual attitudes, at least in part, in direct opposition to religious teachings. Chloe (age 
22, religion: none) explains: 
This is how I see it. Saving yourself until marriage is a 100% religion 
thing. I’ve always seen saving yourself being because of whatever religion 
confines you to that. And so, I’ve never liked that because I’ve never liked 
religion or the idea of religion. So, I’ve always been pretty against it. 
Bradley (age 48, Jewish) does not feel like his sexuality has been affected by his religion but his 
husband is Catholic and notes the deep level of guilt he believes his religion has imposed upon 
him as a gay man.  
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Respondents who claimed that their religion had no influence in the shaping of who they are 
sexually may fail to recognize the part religion plays in the socialization process, and yet, when 
this was pointed out to them, they maintained their position. Anna (age 19), for instance, notes 
that her family, through their connection to Lutheranism, “wasn’t very fond of homosexuality, 
but once I got to high school, I found friends that were much more accepting and open-minded 
which helped me accept myself and develop my sexual self better.” Anna notes the influence of 
friends but not family or religion that held a contrary position to her. Caitlin (age 25) came from 
a highly religious family. Her mother was Lutheran and her father was Catholic. She was taught 
that God accepts you regardless of your choices. In Caitlin’s logic, this meant that God does not 
care who you are sexually or what you do sexually. Therefore, religion plays no part in who she 
is sexually. When asked whether her logical thread, in fact, demonstrated a shaping of who she 
was sexually, Caitlin maintained her position that religion had no part in who she was sexually or 
affected her sexuality. 
 Many respondents did believe that their religion played a significant role in who they are 
sexually. For some, it was instrumental in shaping their attitudes about monogamy and waiting 
for marriage before being sexually active. Negative influences included feelings of guilt for 
sexual behaviors and not being able to learn about sex growing up due to religious guidelines 
against sex education beyond abstinence. Most of the respondents who declared a religious 
influence in the construction of their sexual selves, referred to negative outcomes. Debra (age 22) 
continues to feel guilt, she attributes to her religious upbringing, about losing her virginity when 
unmarried at 18. The impact of the guilt has lessened only after she loosened her connection to 
Christianity. Lauren (28) was also raised in a religious environment and described a sense of 
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confusion and guilt regarding sex. Only since accepting herself as agnostic does she note that she 
is affected less by her upbringing. For Kevin (age 35), it wasn’t a question of his sexual 
behaviors, but his sexual thoughts, “I have often felt guilty for my strong desires.” Kevin credits 
his religious instruction as the root of his guilt. Lynette (age 28) continues to be a strong presence 
in her church and yet: 
I battle with it all. I was all about “I’m not going to have sex until 
marriage” — stupid — I broke that. I beat myself up about that. I felt like 
a horrible person and I had to go the my first lady [in the church] about it 
and discuss it with her. It took me a while to get over the fact that I broke a 
vow. After that, I changed it — not marriage but a committed relationship. 
I still battle with it. It says not to do this in the Bible… but… I like sex… 
so it’s difficult. It’s difficult because I make it difficult. I have to build my 
relationship with God… but… I like sex.  
 Matters become exceedingly complicated when individuals in the LGBTQIA+ 
community belong to churches that do not accept who they are sexually. Often, those 
parishioners have to remain closeted in their church and in the company of members of the 
church at social settings outside the church. In a former study, (Wahl 2016) one participant 
(Grayson, age 84) described worrying about anyone in his church finding out he was gay (he was 
not only member of the church but also an employee of the church). Grayson’s church taught that 
homosexuality was a sin and if you were gay or lesbian, you would burn in hell. Grayson made a 
personal pact with God that if he never acted upon his desires he would reap the rewards of 
Heaven upon his death. As of the time of that interview, Grayson was a virgin. But, according to 
Grayson, everyday was a struggle and he has suffered immensely, but for a greater purpose. In 
the current study, life in the church and in a religious family was also difficult for Mark (age 22):  
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I was raised to believe anything aside of heterosexuality was sinful. I had a 
lot of homosexual feelings and I actually thought I was gay, or at least 
choosing to be sometimes because sometimes I would like a boy and other 
times I would like a girl. It wasn’t until my later high school years that I 
really considered the idea that I could be bisexual.  
Mark’s story reflects the findings of Malark (2017:412) who reports: 
Bisexual individuals and individuals whose religious identity differs from 
their family of origin face unique challenges in asserting their own 
identities, navigating interpersonal relationships, and integrating past and 
present experiences to develop a cohesive sense of self. Bisexual 
individuals can face the difficulty of expressing their desires while 
interacting with cultural norms that encourage only same-sex or opposite 
sex eroticism. 
Mark admitted he began to hate himself because he was told that God hated him for being 
different sexually. He was unable to talk to anyone about it in the church or his family because it 
would “turn into a ministry moment.” Complications brought on by his religious affiliation did 
not prevent Mark from seeking out sexual relationships. In the case of his first sexual encounter, 
it was not his religion but the religion of his partner that provided the complication: 
I had a date with a guy and we eventually ended up back at his place and 
we made out and were grinding on each other until he eventually orgasmed. 
I felt accomplished and validated that I could cause a positive sexual 
response from someone else. After, he dumped me because of some 
personal issues he was dealing with in terms of his religious affiliation. I 
completely respect him and admire him for doing what’s best for him.  
Carson (age 39, gay) was visually uncomfortable talking about the connection of his sexual 
orientation to the church which provided several evasive responses. Nowhere else in the 
interview did Carson display evasive responses or uncomfortable gestures: 
Interviewer: What part does your religion play in… 
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Carson: I said I’m Episcopalian and I technically am but I don’t go to 
church or anything. I’m Episcopalian in name only. 
Interviewer: Is that in reaction to religious doctrine toward 
homosexuality? 
Carson: I don’t know, maybe a little. I really don’t have time for religion. 
Interviewer: What does your church say about homosexuality? 
Carson: I don’t know. Probably says we are going to Hell. I haven’t paid 
attention for a long time to what they say. 
In the case of Oliver (age 56), his homophobia was fueled and reinforced by the teachings of the 
church and his family’s adherence to those teachings: 
Oliver: My folks and my church weren’t very tolerant of all the gays and 
what have you. It’s most likely where I get it from. I’m not very tolerant 
of them either. I don’t care what they do in private but I don’t want to 
have to see it in public.  
Interviewer: What is your position on gay marriage? 
Oliver: I’m against it. Marriage is one man and one woman. And… 
ummm… they’re not like us, you see. But don’t get me wrong, this isn’t a 
hate thing. 
Interviewer: What is it then? 
Oliver: Some of it is in the Bible, some of it is just right and wrong.  
Charles (age 70) views religion and the church as being out of touch with issues of birth control 
and the way people lead their sexual lives, “I believe the way I was taught, when it comes to the 
way I pray to God, is not with the way the real world is.”  
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 A few of the respondents discussed a positive influence from their connection to their 
religion. They see the guidelines from religion as being beneficial to their attitudes about sex and 
the way they conduct their sexual lives. Greg (age 20) states, “My religion believes in loyalty 
and I take that with me. I am strongly against cheating in monogamous relationships.” Karla (age 
52) not only held closely to the instructions provided by her church for marriage, but uses it in 
consideration of what would occur should she ever find herself single again: 
When [my husband and I] decided that we were intent on getting married, 
we abstained. Just prior to our wedding, we were both baptized at our 
church, and our covenant was sealed at that time. I don’t know what I 
would consider acceptable should I find myself single again. I’ve thought 
about it, but tend not to dwell on it. To me, marriage is the only rightful 
place for intimacy.  
 Of all the respondents, no one was more religiously-based in terms of sexuality than 
Faaria (age 57, Muslim). For each question asked in her interview, she referred back to the 
teachings of Islam. Islam has shaped not only her sexuality, but all aspects of her life. Her sexual 
self-construction is, therefore, completely based in the teachings of Islam, “It shaped my sexual 
identity. What I can do sexually and what I cannot do sexually all comes from my religion.” 
Culturally, Faaria discussed, at length, the concept of Zina which is the legal precedence defining 
what is considered to be unlawful sexual behavior. Zina criminalizes such behaviors as incest, 
sex outside of marriage, homosexuality, adultery, prostitution, and beastiality. In present day 
Indonesia, violation of Zina would most likely involve the offender being stigmatized and living 
in exclusion, making it difficult to work or find a place to live. “But that is mostly in the cities.” 
Faaria explains, “It is much harsher in the rural areas.” Violation of the rules laid down in Zina in 
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a rural area can range from stigmatization and exclusion, like in the cities, to the ultimate 
punishment of the offender being stoned to death by witnesses of the offense.  
 Through the process of socialization, individuals are shaped into social beings that reflect 
the norms, feelings, attitudes, values, and beliefs of a particular society. But, individuals do not 
simply mimic their surroundings, they also react (Mead 1934; Blumer 1969). Socialization is not, 
however, necessarily predictable (Sandstrom, Martin, and Fine 2003). One may react contrary to 
the manner in which they are socialized or react in response to a faulty socialization process, 
such as when a parent is ineffectively attempts to discuss sex with their child. Whether an 
individual adheres to the dictates of their immediate society or shifts away from them, 
socialization provides the building blocks of selfhood. The socialization process also supplies 
individuals with the resources needed to proceed as active, social agents, where they are both the 
socialized and become socializers (ibid).  
Sexual Attitudes 
 Through the process of socialization, varying aspects of the sexuality of an individual are 
shaped by family, friends, politics, community members, religious leaders, and the media. One of 
the aspects of sexuality is sexual attitudes. From a social psychological perspective, Strauss 
(1945) notes that attempts to define attitude reveals a diversity of meanings. An attitude can be a 
behavior, a neurological action, a combination of the two involving meanings, or an individual 
mental process. Voas (2014) claims that sociology still has not met its obligation to properly 
define attitude. Voas does offer a starting point, by which he lays the foundation for his own 
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definition, a definition used for the purposes of the current research: An attitude is an everyday 
judgement based on a normative viewpoint regarding a particular matter. 
 In analyzing the fashioning or manipulation of sexual attitudes, one can look beyond the 
immediate agents of socialization and consider historical influence. Modern day sexual attitudes 
continue to demonstrate the influence of the repressive and patriarchal Victorian age in Britain 
(Miller and Adams 1996). In the present study, participants were questioned about their level of 
open-mindedness regarding sexual matters, partially in an effort to understand the effectiveness 
of influences on their current sexual attitudes.  
 Empirical studies focused on sexual attitudes have often discovered elements of 
intersectionality in their analysis. Luquis, Brelsford, and Rojas-Guyler (2012) noted the 
intersectionality of education and gender in the socialized formation of sexual attitudes and 
subsequent sexual behaviors. The research team found that the sexual behaviors of college 
attending males were influenced by sexual attitudes, religiosity, and spirituality. The sexual 
behaviors of college-attending females, however, were only influenced on sexual attitudes alone. 
Fisher (2007) also looked at gender, finding that males in the study had a greater number of 
sexual experiences and more sexually permissive attitudes than females included in the study. In 
another project by Moore and Davidson (2006) women in the study, who regarded love as being 
a precursor to sexual activity and disapproved of cohabitation, had underlying conservative 
attitudes.  
 Devout Religiosity and spirituality has proven to be a significant predictor of sexual 
attitudes (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, and Gebhard 1953). In 
studying an ethically diverse group of young adults (N=1413), Ahrold, Farmer, Trapnell, and 
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Meston (2011) found that fundamentalism, spirituality, and religiosity predicted adherence to 
conservative sexual attitudes in women. For men, devout religiosity also predicted strong 
conservative sexual attitudes but spirituality was a predictor of liberal sexual attitudes. The 
effects of pornography use on sexual attitudes, studied by Brown, Conner, and Vennum (2017), 
showed that men and women who used pornography demonstrated more liberal sexual attitudes. 
However, as the study stresses, while the sexual attitudes may be more liberal, pornography use 
was also instrumental in the development of sexual scripts that were not necessarily conducive to 
social reality. Regarding studies on other agents of socialization, Nikken and Graaf (2013) found 
that parental mediation techniques on their children’s media usage did not bring about less sexual 
experience or less permissive sexual attitudes. In fact, parental mediation on media usage was 
found to be a factor in the increase of sexual experience in females. Friends’ media mediation 
was found not to be a predictor of sexual experience or sexual attitudes.  
 Even how individuals report on sexual attitudes and behaviors has been looked at 
empirically. McCallum and Peterson (2015) examined how research participants reported on 
their sexual attitudes and behaviors in contact situations with an experimenter and on low contact 
— computer and paper and pencil questionnaires. Furthermore, the researchers used race as a 
differentiating variable. Findings included white respondents demonstrating more liberal sexual 
attitudes in high contact situations whereas non-white respondents were more likely to 
demonstrate liberal attitudes in low contact situations. Non-whites reported more sexual 
behaviors when using paper and pencil versus a computer, while there was no difference in 
reports of sexual behavior for whites on computers versus paper and pencil questionnaires.  
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 The current study was not set up to make a comparative analysis of whether or not 
respondents were more forthcoming about sexual behaviors and sexual attitudes in high or low 
contact environments. That being said, the researcher of this project found no reason to doubt the 
truthfulness in the content of the respondent’s narratives regarding their sexual attitudes and 
behaviors in relation to sexuality, regardless of race, ethnicity, sex, gender, religion, age, marital 
status, religion, level of education or income, or birthplace. There were only two exemptions to 
this belief. In the first case of Don (age 29, bisexual, caucasian), it is in the opinion of the 
researcher that Don was not completely forthcoming in either sexual attitudes or sexual 
behaviors. Don’s narrative remained included in the data, but in the other case, the data was 
eliminated from the study as the researcher determined the respondent was being consistently 
dishonest in her narrative about her sexual behaviors, attitudes, and basic demographic 
information.  
 The researcher in this project was designated as a “mandatory reporter,” meaning that if 
any participant acknowledged that they had committed a sexual crime, in the course of their 
interview, such as rape or any form of sexual violence, the researcher would be obliged to report 
the incident to authorities. Potential respondents were informed of the mandatory report aspect of 
the interview process before the interview began. Due to this disclosure, it is not outside the 
realm of possibilities that a respondent may have withheld information to avoid legal 
involvement. 
 In reference to the previously mentioned work regarding conservative views being 
fostered by socialization events in youth, only four of the participants in the present study 
seemed to strongly adhere to conservative attitudes based on a conservative upbringing. More 
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often, those who are a product of a conservative upbringing denounced their conservative 
influence in favor of a strong, liberal sexual attitude. Even religion was not shown to be a strong 
predictor of sexual attitudes. The participants who claimed to be atheist or agnostic, or listed 
their religious affiliation as none, not surprisingly, found no effect of religion on their sexual 
attitudes. But, of the respondents who did list a religious affiliation, only one made a strong 
connection from her religious upbringing to her current attitudes on sexuality. In fact, Faaria (age 
57, Muslim) framed the entirety of her narrative in Islamic doctrine, whether the topic was birth 
control, sex outside the confines of marriage, sexual acts, virginity, or masturbation. The sexual 
attitudes of other respondents did not continue to remain in-line with the religious attitudes in 
which they were raised. Joan (age 27) suggests that she was religiously sexually repressed being 
raised in a devoutly Jehovah Witness environment. She claims to be open-minded since she got 
out in the world and began to interact with other people outside her religious community. “I 
found out that that stuff [sex] isn’t bad.” Joan realized, “I think it’s super interesting what people 
do [sexually] sometimes. I have no judgment. I’m just like maybe I wouldn’t do that but it’s cool 
if you want to try it — like all that crazy stuff.” 
 Respondents in the current study were forthright about whether they were open-minded 
sexually or not, and, by and large, being open-minded was considered to be an admirable and 
desirable trait by participants. Being open-minded about sex was important for Mark (age 22) but 
it was a struggle for him to come to a place where he felt like he could be open-minded due to 
his religious background, “For a long time I hated myself because of my religious upbringing. I 
felt as though God hated me for being different from my family.” Debra (age 22) works to be 
open-minded, “I am open-minded, yes, but there are some fetishes that are far too extreme for 
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me but I try to stay open-minded. I like to please my partner and if there is a new way I’d like to 
at least try it.” Madison (age 22) explains that she is so notably open-minded sexually, by others, 
that others come to her for sexual advice. Caitlin (age 25) doesn’t “care what people do in their 
sex lives with their partners” because she recognizes that what’s “sexually weird” to her is 
“normal” to others, and that is reciprocal. Anna (age 19) prides herself on her open-mindedness, 
“I am very accepting of all sexualities. I am open to new things, and so on. I’ll give anything a 
try once… except anal (laughs).” As evidenced in these quotes, being open-minded, for 
respondents, was often in relation to sexual behaviors rather than sexual identities or other 
aspects of sexuality.  
 Caitlin’s quote brings up an essential question as to what is “normal” regarding sexuality. 
In the latter part of the 19th century, Krafft-Ebing (1965) couched sexual normality in 
heterosexual intercourse containing ethical ideals and emotions. What is sexually normal 
prompted Kinsey (1966:56) to remark, “The only unnatural sex act is that which you cannot 
perform.” But any definition of normality and perversion, with regard to sexuality, is inadequate, 
according to Peakman (2009) as sexual normalcy is mutable between time and culture. What is 
considered sexually normal, versus the perverse, in the purview of this study, is purely subjective 
in the narrative of the individual, although often rooted in generally accepted sexual scripts.  
 While the socialized become socializers, in the symbolic interactionist tradition, several 
respondents, despite their sexual attitudes, were careful not to impress their attitudes on others or 
pressure others into accepting a different sexual attitude or acting sexually in a manner consistent 
with their attitudes. For individuals like Aaron (age 24), he doesn’t impress his attitudes on 
others because he does not appreciate it when others pressure him, “I don’t care what people do, 
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but I don’t like people forcing their opinions on me and telling me what to like and care about.” 
For Chelsea (age 32), not pressuring others is important even in the bedroom: 
When I engage in sex it is usually to feel pleasure, whether it be for 
excitement of getting my partner off or having an orgasm myself. I like to 
be talkative and engaging so there is discussion the whole time. If my 
partner doesn’t want to engage in something, then we don’t do it. There is 
no pressuring of any sort and the same thing goes for me as well. The 
things that happen are a mutual agreement, if they aren’t, then I am not 
going to be with that person. 
 Despite open-mindedness being a desirable trait for many participants, a few participants 
were aware they were not open-minded and comfortable with the realization. Again, open-
mindedness pertained to sexual behaviors, for many participants, when accessing their own 
sexual attitudes. Juanita (age 20) says, “I am probably not open-minded. I would never do anal or 
swallow. I feel disgusted when I hear about that and I hope that whoever I end up with doesn’t 
ask me to do either of those things.” Andrew (age 22) has opposition to anything he deems 
“kinky” or “gay” and finds himself “grossed out by it.” In both these cases, when asked about 
sexual attitudes and open-mindedness, sexual behaviors of others were addressed.  
 Participants engaged their levels of sexual attitudes, open-minded or not, with several 
topics of sexuality, most often on sex within the confines of marriage, monogamy, and legal 
restrictions on sexuality. Attitudes toward sex before marriage were largely permissive. As 
encapsulated by Steven (age 22), “In today’s society, people don’t really wait for marriage [to 
have sex].” Even Juanita (age 20), who acknowledges she is not open-minded about sexual 
matters says, “It’s absolutely ridiculous [to wait to be married to have sex] in my opinion. I could 
never marry someone if I hadn’t had sex with them before.” For Chloe (age 22): 
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I’ve never really agreed with [waiting to be married to have sex]. Maybe 
it’s because my mom always said, “You wouldn’t buy the cow without 
tasting the milk” (laughs). Also, I feel that there’s a lot of different ways 
you can be compatible with a person and sex is such a big way to be 
compatible with someone. I think it’s really important to figure out that 
compatibility before devoting your entire life to someone else. Also, 
saving yourself ’til marriage is 100% a religious thing. I’ve never really 
liked that ‘cause I’ve never really ever liked religion or the idea of 
religion. So, I’ve always been against it.  
 Regarding monogamy within relationships, while most respondents were adamant about 
their relationships being monogamous, they understood why others did not practice monogamy. 
Even Faaria (age 57), who framed her sexual attitudes in Islamic doctrine, understands why 
others do not adhere to monogamy, despite not agreeing with it. Oliver (age 56) was the only 
respondent who was fiercely vocal against sex outside marriage in any form and the structure of 
marriage being “one man — one women.” But for Melanie (age 26), “Monogamy is a social 
construct we’ve created. We fit people into boxes. I like my box, but it’s not for everyone. It’s 
subject to each individual person. If they venture outside of [marriage], that’s healthy for some 
people.” 
 The continuing influence of Victorian values and laws that restrict consensual sexual 
behaviors runs against the grain of Martin’s (age 49) attitudes and played an important part in his 
narrative: 
This is society in general. It doesn’t matter the religion. It doesn’t matter 
the culture. It doesn’t matter where you grew up or if you’re white, black, 
red, blue, purple, Catholic, or Muslim. I don’t care. People are sexual 
creatures. If you tell people you can’t do something, someone in the group 
is gonna go “Oh yeah? Watch me. Not only am I gonna do it, I’m gonna 
enjoy the crap out of it.” We have laws in the books — we still have 
sodomy laws on the books, that are still enforceable in a lot of states. The 
reality is it didn’t harm anybody, you know. Both people got enjoyment 
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out of it. Why is that a crime? Two consenting adults chose to do some 
goofy stuff and had a great time. That should never be a crime. 
 The “me,” in the Meadian tradition has negotiation jurisdiction in a response or reaction 
to social attitudes (Mead 1934). The socially organized attitudes are initial elements in behaviors, 
to be weighed by active, social actors in an ongoing, highly reflexive process. One weighs the 
sexual attitudes of the self with the attitudes of others in the behavioral response to a stimulus. 
Attitudes may also be enhanced or complicated by the perceptions of others.  
Sexual Perceptions 
 Often, when looking at sexual perceptions, studies have focused on perceptions of what 
individuals believe others do sexually versus what others actually do. For instance, Yadlosky, St. 
Aubin,Mosack, and Devine (2017) compared what college students in two Midwestern 
universities perceived to be sex differences and what actual sex differences were reported. For 
example in the category of oral sex, college students perceived oral sex received by female 
participants to be far less than reported instances of females participants receiving oral sex 
(M=29.86 vs. M=40.48). While such studies are interesting and alert us to how we perceive acts 
of sexuality in others on a larger scale, accounting for bias and misrepresentation, participants in 
the current study were more eager to talk about how they perceive themselves sexually and how 
they think others perceive them sexually.  
 How participants perceive themselves sexually and the perceptions they have of how 
others see them sexually, imagined or real, falls into the theoretical purview of Cooley and 
Goffman. In Cooley’s looking-glass self (1902), there are three stages in the process by which 
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people come to perceive themselves: (1) individuals imagines how they see themselves, (2) 
individuals, interacting in their social environment, imagine how others see them, and (3) 
individuals return from their social environment and evaluate their perceptions of self by taking 
into account their imagined perceptions of others. Goffman (1959) likens individuals to actors 
performing for others. Individuals evaluate their performance based on the reactions, imaginary 
or real, of their audience of others. Participants in the current study demonstrated both Cooley’s 
looking-glass self and Goffman’s dramaturgical approach when considering their sexual selves 
and the perceptions others have of them sexually.  
 The three most common discussions on sexual perceptions involved: (1) when 
respondents perceived others as seeing them as “straight laced,” they would, in the course of the 
interview, work their way, often begrudgingly, into agreeing with that perception, (2) respondents 
often perceived how frequently others around them were having sex and then compared that 
perceived frequency to their own rate of occurrence of sexual encounters and judged themselves 
as either being undersexed or oversexed, and (3) respondents who identified as gay revealed how 
they manipulated the perceptions of others in conservative communities to perceive them as 
heterosexual, through a false presentation of self. For Aaron (age 24), most of the students in his 
high school assumed he was gay and asked his siblings about it. Aaron began to ignore people 
because he “had a hard time gauging people’s reactions or assumptions about me.” Aaron chose 
not to manipulate the perceptions of others, he chose to ignore them altogether. Robbie (age 31), 
on the other hand, as a drag show performer, hyperbolizes his sexuality far beyond what he 
actually feels about himself sexually: 
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Robbie: I act all sexual on stage. I’m supposed to. But I don’t feel it. I’m 
a good actor. I turn on the drunk, horny white women and their gay 
friends. I make straight men reconsider. But I’m about the most unsexual 
person I know. I just don’t really feel it. 
Interviewer: Do you feel that way with partners? 
Robbie: I don’t feel sexual, not really. I like sex. I really do but I don’t 
feel sexy. Does that make sense? I am probably a good performer on and 
off stage. 
For Robbie to make heterosexual men “reconsider” is certainly a dramatic example of audience 
acceptance of performance in Goffman’s dramaturgical approach. And Carson (age 39) struggles 
with the perception of others that, because he’s gay, he must enjoy anal sex. In fact, Carson finds 
anal sex to be highly distasteful to him, either as a receiver or a giver.  
 Several respondents developed a positive attitude about their sexuality based on the 
perceptions of others: 
Lauren: Ummm… well, I know it sounds selfish, but I’m pretty. And, I 
feel like everyone is staring at me. I guess people think I’m sexy. I don’t 
know if I see it that way. 
Interviewer: How do you perceive yourself then? 
Lauren: Ummm…I feel like I’m magnetic. I feel like I know how to 
seduce people. 
Interviewer: How do you seduce people? 
Lauren: With my eyes. And my wittiness. It’s the Scorpio. 
Mysteriousness… darkness. The way I walk, the way I hold myself. The 
way I’m confident. The way I’m always smiling welcoming people and 
letting them join in on the conversation, making them feel comfortable. 
Interviewer: Is this natural or constructed? 
Lauren: Both. 
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(Lauren, age 28) 
In imagining that others see her as sexy, perceived from the way they stare at her, Lauren is 
exemplifying Cooley’s looking-glass self with the heavy reliance on the imagination. Annette 
(age 39) talked about how she perceived others saw her as sexy and, not only is she fine with 
that, but, she “builds upon it” with the way she presents herself to others. Even when the 
perception of others could be taken as a negative, Michelle (age 37) turns it into a positive 
perception of self: 
Well, my college friends have lots of opinions about my activities in 
college and like to give me a hard time about the amount of guys I had sex 
with in college. I would say that people who know me well, know I am 
flirtatious, that I am confident in myself, and that I enjoy sex. 
Again, Cooley’s looking-glass self comes into play when Karla (age 52) takes note of how she 
perceives others view her sexually: 
I see that my physical looks attract a lot of attention. Men seem to equate 
a good-looking woman with one that is sexy. I don’t like to flaunt my 
sexuality at all, but I see how men look at me and often, how other 
women look at me, as well. I like the idea of my sexuality to be there, but 
not “in your face,” if that makes sense. 
 At times, there is a disjuncture between perceptions of others and the individual’s 
perceptions of their sexual selves. Caroline (age 50) considers two audiences in front of whom 
she performs: 
People are of two minds. They think I’m Sandra Dee: sweet, wouldn’t 
even say the word “fuck,” and think I’m possibly prudish, which is kind 
of funny. I don’t mind people thinking that, then I drop a nice big “fuck” 
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on them or talk about sex, it’s surprising to them. But I have others who 
know I enjoy [sex] and know I’m not a prude. 
 Several respondents recognized a separation between how people perceive them sexually 
and the reality of who they are sexually due to a lack of information on the part of others. Ashley 
believes people see her as a prude. What they don’t know is that Ashley owns a sex toy business 
and regularly hosts sex toy parties where she educates potential customers on the positive 
enhancement sex toys can add to their sex lives. “When some people, who think I’m a prude, 
find out I sell sex toys, they are shocked” (Ashley, age 24). People view Kate (age 65) as a “sexy 
beast,” according to her own delineation of how she perceives others see her. She believes she 
comes across as “vibrant and sexually active.” However, what others do not know is that her 
husband is impotent and unable to perform sexually. Despite sexual activity involving more than 
penetration, Kate’s husband, Charles (age 70), will not engage in any sexual activity due to his 
own feelings of inadequacy. Kate considers herself to be a sexual person and does masturbate, 
but continues to see this as a disconnect between the sexually vibrant person others see her as 
and her own reality. Despite Kate’s thoughts, this is not a matter of a situated identity. Whether 
or not her husband can perform sexually, Kate views herself as a sexual being and others do as 
well. Not having sex with her husband does not change this, it is merely a component of her 
sexual self. Kate’s situation is the same as someone who does not have a sexual partner. 
 Comparisons in the frequency of sexual activity was a common theme in the evaluation 
of sexual selves. Caitlin (age 25) struggles with a self-imposed pressure, brought on by how she 
imagines others see her sexually. She perceives her friends as having highly active sex lives and 
imagines that they, in turn, perceive her sex life to be too inactive and boring. In considering how 
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others see her, she places a considerable amount of stress on herself about not being as sexually 
active as others. Chloe (age 22) prides herself in being sexually open, “I talk to everyone the 
same way. But, it makes everyone think I’m kinky and crazy in bed. People think I have a lot 
more sex than I actually do.” The perceived high frequency of sexual activity others attribute to 
Chloe can often have a negative consequence, certainly when it comes to the practice of slut 
shaming, where women are judged harshly for being perceived as sexually promiscuous. The 
same perceptions that arise from Chloe’s openness, and the potential negative effects, affect 
Lynette (age 28) as well. Lynette perceives that she is viewed as a “whore” for her openness. 
Lynette explains, “I came from a place where, if you sucked dick or wore red, you were a Ho.” 
To speak openly about sex became problematic for Lynette in such an environment. In speaking 
openly about sex, others perceived her as being promiscuous and slut shamed her. Others viewed 
Victoria (age 50) as promiscuous, which by her own account was once true, but is not longer her 
reality. Still, others cling onto their perceptions when it comes to her.  
Today, I have the healthiest outlook I’ve ever had. Therapy has helped at 
different parts of my life. I’m an addict and I got into recovery several 
years ago. That changed a lot in my life, including my sexuality and how 
I see myself. I wasn’t using anymore and I have a different outlook on the 
world and myself and what sex was for and those kinds of things. I no 
longer feel like a human sex toy. 
(Victoria, age 50) 
And yet, whether they actually do or not, Victoria imagines that others continue to see her as the 
addict moving from hotel to hotel having sex with strangers she met on Craigslist. Mark (age 22) 
has a very different issue with frequency of sexual encounters. Mark’s perceptions are shrouded 
in his virginity, “Other people see me as inexperienced and underwhelming. I am.” Throughout 
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Mark’s interview, perceptions of self hinged on the imagined perceptions of others responding to 
his virginity, producing a negative perception of self resulting in a negative presentation of self.  
 In some cases, impression management was singled out as being necessary to maneuver 
through the social realm. With impression management, an individual attempts to influence the 
perceptions of others through the control of information or a particular situation, within social 
interaction (Goffman 2005). Abby (age 30), for instance, is a bartender. In her occupation she 
needs to manage her sexuality, “I’d like to think others don’t see me sexually. As a bartender, I 
have to be a kind of bitch, one — I don’t want people to approach me that way, and two — I 
have a job to do, I don’t have time to stand there a flirt with you.” In Jessica’s (age 48) situation, 
there is a lack of impression management that puts stress on her marriage. Her husband thinks 
that she wants sex “all the time.” She thinks he “never wants sex.” The clash of perceptions have 
gone unmanaged and relatively unaddressed which continues to threaten the survival of the 
marriage, which Jessica classifies as “a sexless marriage.”  
 Finally, no discussion of sexual perceptions would be complete without the inclusion of 
talk about body types. How people perceived their own bodies and how they imagined others 
perceived their bodies was an important topic for some respondents. While respondents who 
discussed their bodies were realistic about imperfections, they had a positive attitude about how 
they looked regardless how they perceived that they appeared to others.  
I am comfortable with who I am, with my body in general. When you 
become comfortable with who you are sexually, you become more 
comfortable as a human being. With my body, it’s not perfect, but neither 
is the body of the person I’m sharing it with. Understanding that helped a 
lot. 
(Melanie, age 26) 
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Virginity 
 Loss of virginity held a special place for respondents in many of the interviews for this 
project, with reactions ranging from good to bad to indifferent. Respondents in the current study 
revealed a wide array of meanings they attributed to virginity loss. What constitutes the loss of 
virginity ranged from early sexual experiences, such as oral sex and heavy petting to the 
penetration of the vagina or anus to the breaking of the hymen. Even the state of relationship, 
itself, was considered in whether or not there was a loss of virginity; being in a stable 
relationship could be conducive to an acknowledgment of virginity loss but a one-night stand 
was not necessarily considered to be truly losing one’s virginity. Carpenter (2005) addresses the 
differing meanings that have been placed on notions of virginity and virginity loss through the 
decades. Utilizing qualitative interviews along with content analysis from film and literature, 
Carpenter notes the patterns associated with virginity loss and the metaphors individuals adopted 
to explain and justify their loss of virginity. The meaning of virginity, as a significant symbol, is 
dependent, as are all significant symbols, upon social interaction for negotiation of what it means 
to be a virgin and what it means to lose one’s virginity. The meaning of virginity appears to be 
situated in the flexible mindset of a culture in constant negotiation and renegotiation of its 
meaning. Carpenter begins her qualitative study by asking about the meaning of virginity. All her 
respondents agreed that virginity was lost with vaginal sex, with the breaking of the hymen not 
necessarily being a factor. However, there was disagreement with respect to oral and anal sex, 
complicating matters of homosexuality. Ultimately, virginity loss depended on the type of sexual 
behavior in correspondence with sexual identity. Carpenter categorized meanings of virginity 
into five distinct categories: (1) physicality, often through penetration, (2) virginity as a gift — 
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one that could be presented to someone special or, in the case of a new relationship, could be 
regifted to another as a sort of “born again virginity,” and (3) loss of virginity as a rite of passage. 
In the Carpenter study, women were more likely to view loss of virginity as a passage from “girl” 
to “woman” than men seeing it as a passage of “boy” to “man,” (4) shame, which will be 
addressed in the next chapter, and (5) virginity as an act of worship, which serves to honor God. 
All five of Carpenter’s categories were found in the current study’s data.  
 In the current study, the mean age at which respondent’s lost their virginity was 16. The 
youngest reported age of virginity loss was 14 years old. The oldest loss of virginity, among 
participants, was 46 years of age. Only a single respondent reported still being virgin: “I would 
like to lose my virginity. I want to be in a loving relationship that is intimate sexually” (Mark, 
age 22).  
 Interestingly, but not necessarily surprising, all statements of virginity loss that portrayed 
the event in only positive tones came from male respondents: 
The first time I had sex was when I was 15. It was with my high school 
girlfriend. We were in my bed at my house during a summer day while my 
folks were at work. I remember being really exited for what lasted all of 
three minutes. She must have enjoyed it a little as we continued to have 
sex for about nine more months. We are still friends to this day. 
(Kevin, age 35) 
I was 14. I was with a male friend at the time. Took place at his house. It 
was just like playing video games. 
(Rick, age 25) 
I was just glad to finally have some experience because I had all these 
things I wanted to try out and I thought I would be good at sex because I 
cared a lot about what other people wanted. For me it never felt like I was 
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losing anything or gaining anything. I was just relieved to finally have the 
experience. 
(Spencer, age 21) 
 Whereas it was only males that reported purely positive experiences with the loss of 
virginity, disclosures of fear being associated with the experience came from a mix of male and 
female respondents. Kate had little to no knowledge about sex when she was married to her first 
husband. Her naiveté produced a significant level of fear on her wedding night: 
Kate: On my wedding night with my first husband, I didn’t want to have 
sex. I was scared out of my pants, literally and figuratively. It was like, 
“Oh God! No! I don’t want to do this!” We went to his place on the lake 
and I laid on the bathroom floor with a towel under my head and a towel 
under me going, “Oh, please, no. I don’t want to do this.” 
Interviewer: Was your husband sympathetic to what you were feeling? 
Kate: He was very sympathetic. And after we finally had sex… I don’t 
know if I enjoyed it or not… I accepted it for what it was. But after that, 
it was a Fuck Fest!  
Sam’s (age 70) fear arose from the aftermath of his first time — a fear of pregnancy: 
At 14, I made out in the eight grade. It was the hottest sex of my life. 
There was no actual penetration but my bare cock pushed through her 
underpants into her vagina. I’m in about an inch. I come. She jumped up 
scared, so I got scared. 
It’s interesting to note that Sam considered this to be the loss of his virginity while explaining 
that there was no “actual” penetration, then detailed the event to include his penis pushing into 
her vagina. The fear that she may be pregnant (Sam notes that cotton underpants are not viable 
contraceptives) changed the relationship. They both realized that if they could not continue to see 
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each other without a similar outcome, so they stopped seeing each other. When asked what 
meaning that loss of virginity had for him, Sam answered, “It was an expression of love.” 
 Fear was not the only emotion reported in the interviews, regret was also expressed. For 
some, regret stemmed from having lost their virginity altogether, while others felt regret for their 
choice of partner. Whereas all fully positive responses to loss of virginity came from male 
respondents, all reports of regrets came from female respondents: 
I remember the first time I had sex pretty vividly. I was about late 15, 
almost 16. The guy was my boyfriend at the time and we were in his 
bedroom. My feelings… I was scared… nervous. I also wasn’t in love 
with him. Afterwards, I just remember pain when I was sitting or walking 
and I also remember going home and crying that I had sex and it wasn’t 
really what I had expected and it wasn’t who I wanted it to happen with. 
(Juanita, age 20) 
We dated for about a year. I knew it was something I shouldn’t do until I 
was married. I was not at all prepared. It was scary to me. He was very 
bold and had goals. That pushed me sooner than I would have wanted to. 
He was horrible to me after. It was very hard for me that he became so 
cruel to me. That and I had such a fear of unwanted pregnancy. You did 
not want to get pregnant in high school. That’s shameful. A classmate 
created a scandal when she got pregnant so we all saw what happens. She 
became a pariah. If I knew more and it was someone else, it would have 
been easier, maybe… yes, I think so.  
(Mary, age 67) 
There was no shame, just regret with the guy I gave it to. I went to visit 
relatives for three or four weeks when I was 15. I spent time at my 
cousin’s house and it was one of his friends. We became friendly and I 
liked him and it happened. I enjoyed some but not the pain. I didn’t have 
an orgasm but he didn’t care if I did or not. He turned out to be a pretty 
awful guy to me for the rest of my trip.  
(Victoria, age 50) 
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 Victoria had mentioned that she had never been told to save her virginity for marriage so 
she “didn’t have that hanging over my head.” Several women had been taught that loss of 
virginity was only to occur after marriage. This lesson often came through the teachings of the 
respondent’s religion. Religion played a significant part in the meanings individuals constructed 
around virginity, as well as the installation of guilt over having sex before marriage: 
It was Halloween my freshman year of college. I was 18. We had been 
dating for a year and a half by that point and had been each other’s firsts 
for everything else at that point too. We had talked about it multiple times 
before this but both of us were afraid. We were in my basement and my 
mom always left us alone down there and it was late. I finally said I was 
ready and he asked probably six times if I was sure and told me that at any 
point I could change my mind and say so. It was pretty nerve-wracking 
because up until about three months before that I was going to wait until 
marriage. I didn’t have an orgasm and it lasted about three minutes 
because I started bleeding and felt bad. After losing my virginity, there 
were moments of panic that would be done after two or three weeks. Until 
I was 18 I was going to wait for marriage. It was part of my religious 
connection. I’ve lost a lot of religious connection. 
(Debra, age 22) 
Lauren: We were taught that… I don’t know… when I was a Christian we 
signed these little forms saying that I’m going to keep my virginity until I 
get married or whatever. So, that was a really huge factor to me.  
Interviewer: You said “Christian.” What denomination is that? 
Lauren: Nondenominational. So, keeping my virginity was a huge thing 
for me. It was just a huge deal. We were taught it was bad to lose it. It had 
to be with someone special. And, ummm, it was with someone special. 
But, I just felt really guilty about it. And, ummm, I just felt really guilty 
about it. But at the same time, ummm, I don’t think it really matters 
anymore. 
(Lauren, age 28) 
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Faaria (age 57) maintained her virginity until she married her husband at the age of 46. She not 
only imparts the importance of the tenets of her religion (Islam) dictating the meaning of 
virginity for her, but also uncovers the cultural double standard regarding virginity in her 
homeland of Indonesia: 
Faaria: In my country, virginity is still very important in society, since our 
culture, our tradition still sees sex in marital relations as the one that is 
considered normal. Virginity is an important part of it.  
Interviewer: For men and women? 
Faaria: (laughs) It’s always emphasis on women. That’s what happens. 
It’s still important for men but… you know… the focus is more on 
women. That’s where I consider it not fair. 
 Consistent with Carpenter’s (2005) category of virginity as a gift, Joan (age 27), like 
Lauren (age 28) thought one should only give their virginity to someone special, but, for Joan, it 
was the giving of a gift to someone special: 
I was brought up with you were only supposed to save it for one person. 
Like special, you shouldn’t waste it on just anybody. Like a gift or 
something. That’s why I ok’d it with [my boyfriend at the time], ‘cuz I 
didn’t think I was wasting it.  
Unlike some of the respondents in the Carpenter study, Joan did not believe that virginity, as a 
gift, could be given to another person in the event of the end of a relationship. 
 Another category recognized in the Carpenter study involved virginity as a rite of passage 
from a girl to a woman or a boy to a man. Caroline (age 50) lost her virginity in high school at 
the age of 16: 
My mom was hurt when she found out a year and a half later. She was hurt 
that I didn’t approach her about it but I didn’t want to approach her about it. 
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I never felt like I needed mom’s approval. I only had sex with my long-
term boyfriend in high school so I wasn’t a slut — I wasn’t loose — at that 
time (laughs). I didn’t feel bad about it. I felt like it was a rite of passage. I 
didn’t intend to hold out for marriage like others in school, but afterwards, I 
did realize I was longer able to be a member of that club. I don’t think I 
would have done it that young if I wasn’t with the boy I was with, who was 
two years older than I was. I wouldn’t have necessarily gone that far. It 
would have just been heavy petting a little bit longer. I didn’t have some 
preconceived notion I was going to lose my virginity at that age. 
 What constitutes a loss of virginity was a point of differing opinions amongst the 
respondents. Most opinions revolved around the idea that virginity involved vaginal penetration 
but were unable to answer how their response would pertain to members of the gay community. 
Often, when contradictions in their responses were pointed out by the researcher, they would end 
the conversation by claiming the topic was too complicated. For instance, Caroline (age 50) told 
a story about a girlfriend attempting to act “purer,” and thereby “better,” than Caroline and a 
third friend of theirs because she was still a virgin. When Caroline and the third friend pointed 
out that she had confided in them that she had had anal sex in the past, their friend argued that 
anal sex did not count against her virginity. “We looked at each other and said, ‘It counts, she’s 
not a virgin’” (Caroline, age 50). A 2015 study by Fahs, Swank, and Clevenger determined 
support for abstinence was only negatively associated with vaginal sex, but not anal sex and 
opportunities for vaginal sex were lessened when attitudes existed regarding the maintenance of 
virginity. Those same opportunities were not found to exist in terms of anal sex, however. Later 
on, Caroline claimed that oral sex, anal sex, or penetration with fingers did not take one’s 
virginity. When she was reminded that she had relayed a story about a girl losing her virginity 
through anal sex, Caroline chose not to discuss the matter further, citing complications. While 
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there was a fairly clear consensus, among heterosexual respondents that vaginal penetration by 
the penis constituted loss of virginity, not all respondents accepted this conclusion. For Michelle 
(age 37), the loss of her virginity came with the penetration of her vagina by a finger: 
In seventh grade, in a park, I gave my boyfriend a blow job. I remember I 
thought it was pretty gross at the time and didn’t understand why anyone 
would enjoy it. He penetrated my vagina with his finger. I remember 
feeling uncomfortable with it. It hurt physically. And that was it. My 
virginity was gone forever. 
Rick (age 25) claims he lost his virginity at the age of 14 with a male friend. Rick reported, “We 
only did oral stuff really, as well as mutual masturbation.” For the lesbian and gay respondents, 
and some bisexual respondents, like Rick, loss of virginity tended to occur with the act of sex. 
What constitutes the act of sex, however, became another matter of contention. Anal and oral sex 
were most often cited as an appropriate act of sex by which one loses their virginity, whereas 
mutual masturbation and heavy petting were questioned. 
 Virginity, as a significant symbol, continues to evolve in meaning. What constitutes 
virginity and by what means virginity is lost is an ongoing subjective debate involving the 
constant employment of negotiation and renegotiation. It is because virginity sustains multiple 
meanings that it remains significant in the social study of sexuality, offering social actors a 
variety of identities from which to choose (Carpenter 2005). 
Pornography 
 Few terms are as ambiguous as pornography. The classification of what is and isn’t 
pornography and what pornography actually means is highly subjective. In a Supreme Court 
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decision over the level of obscenity in Louis Malle’s film, The Lovers, Supreme Court Justice 
Potter Stewart famously decided: 
I shall not today attempt further to define the kinds of material I 
understand to be embraced within that shorthand description ["hard-core 
pornography"], and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly doing so. 
But I know it when I see it, and the motion picture involved in this case is 
not that. (Supreme Court decision: 378 U.S. at 197 (Stewart, J., 
concurring, italics added).  
While people may argue about what constitutes pornography and the forms it takes (film, books, 
statues, paintings, magazines, photographs, etc.), there may be less ambiguity over its purpose, 
and that is to sexually arouse. Dyer (1985) notes that with film, there is a parallel to the purpose, 
in the film the purpose is to have an orgasm and the same holds true for the spectator. The intent 
of this project is not to come to terms with what pornography is or means, in and of itself. What 
is important in this study, is how respondents in the study define, moralize, find meaning in, and 
use pornography within their narratives and what part pornography plays in the construction of 
their sexual selves. Interestingly, it should be mentioned, all but three respondents discussed 
pornography in terms of films and/or internet video clips. When the topic of pornography was 
introduced by either the interviewer or the participant, the participant discussed pornography in 
terms of film and internet clips. In only three cases was printed material added to pornographic 
sources, such as magazines and books, with one respondent considering romance novels to be a 
source of pornography. 
 In the sample of 50 participants in the study, 38 (76%) participants discussed the role of 
pornography in their lives, at least to some extent. Of that 76% of participants discussing 
pornography, five uses of pornography emerged from patterns identified in the interview 
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transcripts. Categories of uses include: (1) education/knowledge of sexuality (11 responses), (2) 
learning to masturbate (five responses), (3) exploration of sexuality (seven responses), (4) 
couple’s sexual enhancement (3 responses), and (5) masturbation (26 responses). Only one 
participant (Annette, age 39) revealed that she uses the internet to post videos of herself 
“pissing” (urophilia) and squirting. The purpose of her posting these videos is not to make 
money off them, instead, she derives pleasure from thinking about people watching them, being 
aroused by them, and masturbating to them. 
 An additional nine respondents who discussed pornography reported that they had no use 
for pornography and did not view it. Two of those who do not have a use for it were quick to 
explain that they did not have an issue with anyone viewing pornography and would not shame 
others who chose to use it in their lives. The only reason Vihaan (age 26) doesn’t use porn 
because he is a frotteur and can only be aroused by non-consensually touching others. He claims 
to need something more tactile than what pornography offers. Others were more condemning of 
pornography. Mary (age 67) doesn’t use porn as she is not comfortable with it. She became upset 
at work once when a pornographic image popped up on her computer screen. More so, Mary 
blames pornography for the detrimental influence it had on her ex-husband. She contends that he 
would use it to find things that would please only him and never her. Ashley (age 24) worries 
about women in the porn industry and feels that porn can be harmful to others. This is a position 
agreed upon by Karla (age 52) who sees porn as “damaging and dangerous.” In only one case 
was religion brought into the discussion of pornography. Faaria (age 57) cited the teachings of 
Islam as being the reason she had no use for pornography. In her homeland of Indonesia, she said 
there are pornography laws but if someone wanted to find it, they would be able to in the 
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underground. Apart from these nine respondents, the others who discussed pornography, not only 
use porn in their lives, but enjoy it. Mark (age 22) does believe viewing pornography is a sin but 
“that hasn’t stopped me yet.” Caroline (age 50) at one time had no use for pornography, but 
claims she didn’t have a moral stance against it. She claims that her morality issue with porn, like 
all her other morality issues, stem from the opinions of others — a clear demonstration of the 
reflective nature of social interaction found in the ideas of symbolic interaction. And the mere 
mention of the topic put one respondent in an immediate celebratory mood, “Oh God! I love it! 
It’s the greatest thing in the world” (Charles, age 70).  
 By far, and not surprisingly, the main use for pornography was to aid in masturbation. “It 
speeds up the masturbation process for me, either that, or makes the finish even more spectacular 
for me” (Rick, age 25). Aaron (age 24) uses the internet regularly to view porn when 
masturbating, “It’s very simple, I find a piece of porn I like, I masturbate, I orgasm, I go back to 
doing something else.” It’s that simplicity that attracts Anna (age 19), “I like to find videos to 
turn me on and then I can do the rest.” Respondents also used the internet to learn how to 
masturbate. “I don’t recall exactly how I figured it out… how to masturbate… but I do remember 
while watching a video of two males skinny dipping, that I had the urge to touch myself, as well 
as strip naked while doing so” (Aaron, age 24). Other respondents found clips of people 
masturbating and mirrored what they saw in the video in order to learn the technical aspects of 
pleasing themselves.  
 Education about sex filled up many discussions in the project. Eleven respondents spoke 
specifically about using porn they found on the internet to learn about sex and have their 
questions about sex answered. They specifically said they used porn to find their answers and not 
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online Q and A or advice sites. Spencer (age 21) learned how to give a woman oral sex by 
watching lesbian videos online because he thought women would have a better idea how to do it 
correctly. Online porn also allowed Spencer to live vicariously through the people in the videos 
while answering his questions: “I always knew what vibrators were and what they did but I 
wondered what it would be like for a person if you didn’t, or couldn’t, pull the vibrator away 
when you needed to. That’s how I found ‘forced orgasm’ videos.” Not only was Spencer able to 
watch the act but learn from the reactions of others experiencing forced orgasm. There is a 
downside to attempting to learn from internet porn, according to Martin (age 49), who is a 
BDSM master. When it comes to online BDSM porn, Martin warns that there is a problem in that 
it doesn’t, and cannot, capture the connection between the people. It is the connection that is 
most important in BDSM. Without that connection, Martin argues, it doesn’t show what the 
lifestyle is really about and gives people new to BDSM a false sense of what it is. “It’s not all 
about tying someone up and whipping them, it’s about the connection between the two,” Martin 
emphasizes. 
 Online porn was also used to explore one’s sexuality. Individuals found that the internet 
allowed them to find new sexual things that they had not heard of before to add to their list of 
desires. The internet also permitted them to express themselves in anonymity in chat rooms, 
meeting, and sex-based social media sites. Internet porn also allowed some respondents to 
discover who they are sexually. Spencer (age 21) uses online porn as a timeline in his life-course 
of desires, “That was how I tracked where I was at with my desires. BDSM is a majority of the 
porn I watch now. It’s how I discovered BDSM.” For Spencer, it also gave him the opportunity to 
explore and expand his feminine side. In online sex sites, he could explore that feminine side by 
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portraying himself as a woman. Online, he was able to try on different identities without fear of 
consequence. In this way, it is similar to Mead’s (1934) notion of play, excerpt Spencer is an 
adult. In Meadian play, children imitate roles without consequence in a socializing event. 
Spencer was able to imitate and explore roles and identities online. He claims it taught him how 
he could be more fluid with his gender offline. Caroline (age 50) came to enjoy lesbian fantasies 
later in life when she was introduced to lesbian porn online. In her youth, a bisexual, female 
friend had come onto her but she “didn’t feel it yet.” It was only when she discovered lesbian 
porn that she found a joy in fantasizing about being with another woman. Chloe (age 22) can 
explore desires online that she would not feel comfortable experiencing in her daily life. Chloe 
has an interest in gang bang and rape fantasy porn. Both these sexual behaviors arouse her but 
may be too dangerous for her to actually get easily involved in. Watching the videos online 
provides an outlet for her to safely explore her sexuality. And Greg (age 20) uses online porn to 
expand his sexual horizons, “I always look up different things, trying new things.” For Annette 
(age 39), online porn had a profound influence on her sexuality: 
I remember getting my first home computer at the end of fifth grade. I 
would google “penis” or whatever. It wasn’t until I heard a conversation 
on a local morning radio show about porn websites. They named a few 
and I wrote them down. I can remember two of them… 
BlacksOnBlondes.com and WeLiveTogether.com. I was probably 12 or 13 
when I started to cruise porn websites, such as those. The internet was 
hugely influential to me. I would watch lesbian porn but I would have 
never admitted to that. Myspace exploded when I was like 14 or 15. I set 
my sexual orientation to “bisexual.” 
  
It was by exploring online porn that Annette learned what it meant to be bisexual and, eventually, 
gave her the understanding and security to identify as bisexual.  
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 Lastly, a few study participants reported that they used online pornography for the 
purpose of sexual enhancement with their partners. Caroline (age 50) enjoys watching lesbian 
porn with her husband. She likes to fantasize that she is the woman having cunnilingus 
performed on her. This fantasy expedites her orgasm and fuels her wish to include another 
woman in her sexual activities with her husband. Victoria (age 50) didn’t have a lot of use for 
porn. She first discovered porn when she found her father’s magazines, “They didn’t interest me. 
I realized a long time later that it was because my Dad and I had different interests.” It wasn’t 
until she met one boyfriend in particular that pornography became important. In that relationship, 
porn was the basis of the sexual relationship and enhanced the couple’s sexual activities. Victoria 
explained: 
It ran the gamut. He’d be like, “Hey, I found this.” I might have found 
something that we weren’t both already familiar with. Sometimes we’d 
deliberately go looking for really crazy stuff. Sometimes it was purely for 
entertainment, you know, we were just looking at the porn without really 
being sexual. Just like, “Hey, check this out.” 
 Not only were meanings or uses of pornography, in the lives of respondents, all over the 
board, but so was what pornography they viewed. Some respondent’s held their porn viewing to 
milder forms of pornographic expression such as simple, vanilla male/female interaction or mild 
fetishism like foot worship. Other respondents sought out more extreme material, like Victoria 
looking for “crazy stuff.” Material on this side of the spectrum included: rape fantasy, gang 
bangs, breath control, BDSM, forced orgasm, and mother/son or daddy/daughter porn. All in all, 
what porn means, why porn is used, and what people enjoy is highly subjective. Some people 
enjoy it, some people revile it, and some simply have no use for it. Kent (age 23), however, 
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vehemently argues that everyone uses pornography and refutes claims to the contrary: “Porn is 
great and everyone looks at it no matter who you are. Don’t believe those who say they don’t.” 
Kent was alone, in the sample pool, with his extreme position.  
Sexual Accounts 
 Many of the respondents felt the need to extend their narratives with sexual accounts. 
Accounts are distinguished from narratives, in sociology, by Goffman (1959) and Scott and 
Lyman (1968). Accounts, according to Scott and Lyman, are statements made by individuals to 
clarify or explain behaviors that the individual anticipates may be seen by others as shocking, 
deviant, or unfavorable. Offering accounts demonstrates a joint action wherein an individual is 
taking into account the reactions of others (Blumer 1969). With sexual accounts, the individual 
recognizes that others will be shocked by their sexual behaviors and believe they need to explain 
their actions. Scott and Lyman (1968) break accounts down into two types: excuses and 
justifications. Justifications involve an individual accepting actions they took but denial of the 
contemptuous nature of the act. For instance, a soldier who was on the front lines in a time of 
war will admit to killing people, but deny the immoral nature of their actions due to those killed 
being the enemy, and the killing being done in the act of defending one’s country in the line of 
duty. The other type of accounts, excuses, are attempts to fully relieve one’s self of responsibility. 
In either the case of justifications or excuses, Goffman (1959:3) notes the impetus of extending 
narratives with accounts being a self-serving interest, “Regardless of the particular objective 
which the individual has in mind and of his motive for having this objective, it will be in his 
interests to control the conduct of the others, especially their responsive treatment of him.”  
114
 The vast majority of sexual accounts in the current study involved explaining sexual 
behaviors or components of sexual behaviors. Maggie (age 24) has a penchant for giving oral sex 
to dead animals. It was very important for Maggie that the interviewer understood that she cares 
about the welfare of animals and would never do anything to harm them. The animals that were 
part of her sexual activity had died of natural causes and not by her hand. This account was 
reiterated several times during her interview. She acknowledged that her sexual proclivity would 
be seen as deviant enough by others, she did not wish to extend the disdain towards her by 
having anyone think she may have brought harm to the animals.  
 Debra (age 22) engaged in anal sex one time with her boyfriend at the time. Debra is not 
interested in anal sex and perceives that others consider it to be a perverse sexual act. Debra 
accounted for having anal sex as a misunderstanding, “He was behind me and I thought he 
wanted to try anal but apparently he didn’t and just didn’t know where he was aimed, so I went 
with it.” Afterwards, the couple discussed what had happened and agreed never to do it again. In 
admitting she had engaged in anal sex, she attempts to derail unfavorable reactions of others by 
explaining the behavior as a mistake, thereby giving her an excuse by which others could not 
hold her accountable for a perceived perversion, especially with the addition of a guarantee that 
the behavior would not occur again. Carson (age 39, gay) also draws a hardline at anal sex. His 
partner, however, enjoys anal sex. Not only will Carson not receive anal penetration but he will 
not be a giver in order to satisfy his partner. In his interview, Carson realized that he may be 
negatively viewed as selfish for his position and felt the need to explain his position: 
Carson: I don’t get the whole anal thing. People think that because I’m 
gay I do anal. I don’t. I actually think it’s pretty disgusting. 
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Interviewer: Does your partner share your feelings about anal sex? 
Carson: No. He loves it. But I won’t do it at all. I mean, come on, it’s a 
spot that you shit out of. Gross, you know. I don’t care how clean you are. 
I don’t want shit on my dick… or fingers… or anywhere else. 
Interviewer: How does this play out with [your partner]’ his wanting one 
thing sexuality and you being opposed to it? 
Carson: We have talked about it. We still talk about it, I guess. He knows 
where I stand.  
Interviewer: Is he fine with it? Is he sexually satisfied? 
Carson: We do lots of stuff. He likes other things. He’s not satisfied as 
far as anal stuff goes but I think we make it up with other things. If it was 
really a problem for him, I think he’d leave. He hasn’t. 
 Victoria (age 50) explained that her period of reckless promiscuity was a result of an 
addiction to alcohol. Victoria began drinking at the same time she began having sex so she 
coupled the two throughout her justifications. In detailing her sexual exploits in high school, 
which she recognized as being beyond the norm, alcohol was often the excuse despite her and 
her boyfriend’s desire to engage in the behaviors, but she also justified the activity by it all 
occurring within a relationship. Victoria revealed that there was a lot of experimenting with her 
boyfriend in high school, “Some of the stuff we got into was pretty weird for high school. Stuff 
like… ummm… we partner swapped with another couple. It was a regular couple we would 
partner swap with. Because we were in a relationship, I didn’t see anything we did as weird — or 
kinky.” 
 Accounts did not always involve sexual behaviors. Other respondents used accounts to 
justify an array of elements within their narratives. Victoria was not the only respondent who felt 
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a need to explain events that occurred in high school. Respondents of all age groups looked back 
on high school with a need to justify their high school experience. Aaron (age 24) was aware that 
he was gay in high school but remained closeted in public. When his performance as a 
heterosexual male was threatened to be discredited by the boys in his school, he began to date 
girls to reinforce the performance. “I only dated girls in high school just to prove those who 
began to whisper that I was gay wrong” (Aaron, age 24). As an openly gay man today, Aaron still 
finds it necessary to explain why he only dated girls in high school. Ken, on the other hand, did 
not date anyone in high school and feels the need to explain that to people more than thirty years 
later, “I couldn’t meet girls. I couldn’t even walk up to them. I thought they wouldn’t be 
interested in me because of my stutter and I didn’t want to give them more to laugh at by asking 
them out.”  
 Another area in which respondents offered explanations was when they were unwilling to 
reveal their sexual desires to their partners. John (age 47) has a foot fetish and will not reveal it 
to his wife for fear of being shamed and causing friction in their marriage. Other respondents 
were less logical in their reasoning for why they would not let their partners know what they 
wanted sexually. Mark (age 22) became slightly agitated when asked about it. His response was 
final and he was not interested in further clarification, “It is my mind and I don’t want to share 
my thoughts with others.”  
 Finally, Chloe chose to add qualifiers when discussing that she was a victim of sexual 
assault. First, she emphasized that it was not “full on rape.” Secondly, she qualified that she had 
been drinking and put herself in the position she found herself in, she blacked out and “woke up 
in [name deleted]’s gunk.” Ryan (2010) looked at the sexual scripts that are socially constructed 
117
around rape and the myths that emanate from the scripts. Rape myth is defined by Lonsway and 
Fitzgerald (1994:134) as “attitudes and beliefs that are generally false but widely and persistently 
held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against women.” Rape myths 
include everything from “Men can’t stop once they are sexually aroused” to “The actions of 
women are partially responsible for the occurrence of rape, such as how they dress or whether or 
not they were flirtatious.” While a rape myth may aid in the comforting of a rape survivor it also 
has the negative effect of keeping victims of rape from recognizing the event as a rape event and 
permitting the offenders to deny that rape had occurred (Ryan 2010). In Chloe’s case, she was 
able to find comfort in the account she offered but she also was both in denial of the full extent 
of what had occurred and the complete responsibility on the part of her attacker.  
Sexual Trauma 
 Occurrences of sexual trauma were brought to light in several of the narratives provided 
to the present study. Of the 50 participants, 13 (ten female respondents and three male 
respondents) divulged they were survivors of rape, sexual assault, and/or sexual abuse (in one 
case, the survivor was the spouse of a respondent). Definitionally, there is an important 
difference between these three acts of sexual violence. Sexual abuse tends to be sexual 
aggression toward a child. Being a child, they are unable to offer consent. Sexual assault is a 
blanket term of multiple sexual aggressions against an adult without consent. Sexual assault can 
range from unwanted kissing to the forceful, aggressive, sexual touching of another person. 
Finally rape is a specific act within the category of either sexual abuse or sexual assault. In 2012, 
the FBI defined rape as “penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body 
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part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without the consent of the 
victim.” (Office of Attorney General 2012:1).  
 In adherence to IRB stipulations in this project, participants were never asked by the 
researcher any questions regarding past or current sexual abuse or sexual assault. In each case, 
participants approached the subject on their own volition. Once the subject came up, the 
researcher reminded them that they did not need to continue talking about their sexual trauma if 
they did not wish. Participants were also cautioned and reminded that the researcher was a 
mandatory reporter so any identity of sexual aggressors, whether it be the participant or other, 
would require the researcher to report the crime. In each case, the respondents continued to 
discuss their sexual trauma and how it related to the current incarnation of their sexual selves. 
Furthermore, each participant was provided with sexual trauma resources should they choose to 
pursue necessary assistance in managing their sexual trauma.  
 One final note about this section on sexual trauma. There is debate on whether to use the 
term survivor or victim when discussing those who have been subjected to sexual violence. 
While the former term allows the person to feel emboldened in their recovery from the event, the 
latter tends to be used by persons who have not recovered from the event and they may feel that 
the term “victim” is a powerful identifier in the prosecution of the crime. The researcher in this 
project believes it is important to always ask an individual which term they prefer. Within this 
project, the researcher has chosen to use the term “survivor” and “victim” in accordance with the 
definitions when a particular term is appropriate, without lack of respect or disregard to those 
who have chosen “victim” or “survivor” as an identifier. Within individual narratives, the 
researcher has adopted the identifier most comfortable to each participant.  
119
 Academic studies have not shied away from the long-lasting effects of sexual violence. 
Studies continue to be produced on childhood abuse, interpersonal domestic violence, rape, and 
sexual harassment. Most recently, multiple studies are being published on sexual trauma 
stemming from military service. Military Sexual Trauma (MST) is the sexual assault or 
harassment of military personnel during active duty obligations. Post-traumatic stress disorders 
emanating from such events were found to be the root of depression, substance abuse disorder, 
and anxiety in males who served in the military and negative perceptions of self, negative 
impacts on relationships, and lack of emotional regulation in females who served in the military 
(Mondragon, Wang, Pritchett, Graham, Plasencia, and Teng 2015). Females were shown to 
receive medical attention more often due to their greater effort to report the need for health 
services. Males reported less for fear of being viewed as less masculine or gay (ibid). Much of 
the findings of the aforementioned study holds true for studies that looked at civilian 
populations. In a study by Jones, Kashy, Villar-Loubet, Cook, and Weiss (2013) the impact of 
sexual trauma and interpersonal violence on risky sexual behavior was examined. In instances 
where couples had a history of sexual trauma in at least one individual in the couple, the 
researchers found lower rates of condom use, without the presence of an intervention program. In 
heterosexual couples that were affected by sexual trauma, women reported more interpersonal 
violence by men than men reported by women. In situations where couples did not experience 
sexual trauma, women reported less violence by men than men did by women. Contrary to 
evidence of beneficial outcomes provided by intervention programs to those who experienced 
sexual violence, O’Driscoll and Flanagan (2016) discovered no effect by intervention programs 
on sexual trauma. Women who suffered sexual abuse and assault, reported sexual disfunction and 
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diminished sexual satisfaction. Men, in the study, reported premature ejaculation, low libido, and 
erectile dysfunction. In both cases of men and women, the authors found no effects by 
intervention programs to counter the sexual trauma.  
 Sexual orientation has also been examined in relation to sexual trauma. Niles, Valenstein-
Mah, Bedard-Gilligan, and Kaysen (2017) found that, not only did sexual minority women (such 
as lesbian and bisexual women) experience more occurrences of interpersonal violence, sexual 
assault, and sexual abuse than heterosexual women, bisexual men, and gay men, they also 
reported higher health dysfunctions and symptoms of PTSD than heterosexual women. In a 2018 
study on asexuality among college students, by Parent and Ferriter, a connection between sexual 
trauma and asexuality was noted. Of college students identifying as asexual, 6.6% reported a 
PTSD diagnosis and 3.5% reported an occurrence of sexual assault within the span of a year. 
These self-reports demonstrated a higher occurrence of PTSD diagnoses or sexual assault events 
in individuals who identified as asexual than in those who did not identify as asexual.  
 Narratives provided in the current study reinforce some of the findings in the 
aforementioned research on sexual trauma. Don (age 29, bisexual) suggested that his sexual 
orientation was affected by sexual abuse. At the age of five years old, Don was molested while 
being forced to watch a pornographic film. He claimed that this event led to his being “less 
heteronormative.” Don stated that the instance of sexual abuse he was exposed to at five was his 
first experience of sexuality. Like Don, other respondents who reported sexual trauma, like 
Ashley and Caroline, also noted that their sexual abuse was their first exposure to anything of a 
sexual nature, including seeing sexual material in a movie or on television, or hearing someone 
talk about sex or speak in a sexual manner.  
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 Caroline (age 50) also listed a traumatic event as being her first exposure to anything of a 
sexual nature. In her interview, she questioned whether or not the event was of a sexual abuse 
nature. The fact that the other person was her brother made her more unwilling to readily refer to 
the event as abusive. Her gestures and tone demonstrated she continued to struggle with the 
impact of what happened to her: 
Caroline: I do remember my brother backing me into a corner, when I 
was in kindergarten, because he heard some term and I think he… there 
was no penetration, but grinding or something like that. 
Interviewer: Do you remember the term? 
Caroline: No. I don’t. 
Interviewer: You were how old? 
Caroline: Kindergarten or first grade. 
Interviewer: And he was how old? 
Caroline: Let’s see… ummm…. third or fourth grade. 
Interviewer: How did this resolve itself? 
Caroline: I think I probably pushed him away and said, “Back off!” It’s 
always bothered me. One of those things that sets in the back of my mind.  
Interviewer: Still to this day? 
Caroline: Yeah, but it’s not something I like to talk about or feel okay 
talking about. I was worried he saw me as sexual in some way, but I don’t 
think he did. He heard something. I don’t think he was trying to “do it” 
with me — his sister.  
Later on in the interview, Caroline relayed another story about her brother that affected her 
current sexual likes and dislikes: 
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And the tickling. Oh my God! I didn’t trust him because he would pin me 
down and tickle me and pin my arms down. I couldn’t breathe! To this 
day, I cannot be tickled, even playful, sexual tickling. I hate the zap. I 
don’t want to be poked in the sides. I don’t want someone holding my foot 
and tickling me. It’s from when he held me down and I couldn’t breathe. I 
panic just thinking about it. I feel panicked right now just talking about it. 
 At the age of 13, Ashley (age 24) was sexually abused by her boyfriend at the time. 
Following the event, she said that she “went on a tailspin and that kind of ruined everything.” 
The reaction to the abuse continues to this day when she engages in sexual activity with her 
fiancé, “There are times when I mentally shut down and he knows that so we stop and talk. 
That’s why he’s the best.” Ashley declares that after the abuse, sexuality “wasn’t her’s.” Therapy 
has helped her see her sexuality, as not only her’s, but as “freedom.” According to Ashley, “It’s 
something I can share if I want to, but I don’t have to.”  
 Melanie’s (age 26) reaction is similar to Ashley’s regarding the displacement of one’s 
sexuality:  
I was sexually assaulted when I was 20. That took away my sexuality for a 
long time. I didn’t feel… when you’re victimized you don’t feel confident 
about that part of your life. It’s all about healing through that and gaining 
back my sexuality was a process and now I think I’m just more confident 
about it. 
 Military Sexual Trauma was addressed with Barry (age 29) in a slightly different fashion 
than portrayed in academic studies like Mondragon, et al. (2015). Barry returned from active 
military service in Iraq with a self-diagnosed addiction to pornography and masturbation. While 
Barry would not provide many details about the direct connection of his addiction to what 
occurred in Iraq, he did say that masturbating and looking at pornography, during his 
deployment, counteracted the fear he experienced. The addiction to masturbating and watching 
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pornography continues, even now that he is out of the military, to calm his memories of what he 
experienced in Iraq. Barry reflected, “Being in the kind of situation I was in completely changed 
who I was sexually because I just kind of fell back on sex for some kind of pleasure where there 
was no pleasure. Now it’s just… I’m just different, sexually different too, because of it.” 
 In one case, the effects of sexual trauma was not due to direct experience with sexual 
violence. For those who are partners of individuals who experience sexual trauma, the effects are 
lived out on a regular basis. Bradley (age 48) discussed his husband being the victim of sexual 
abuse when he was very young, “I am very conscious and aware that sex is something he is 
comfortable with and his safety. So, we can go as deep out as he wants to or we can stay on the 
shore if that makes him happier.”  
 For some, joining a sex community comes as a result of sexual trauma. Martin (age 49) is 
an educator, leader, and advocate of the BDSM community. He explained that people come to 
BDSM through a variety of ways, including sexual trauma, “For every person it’s absolutely 
different. At it’s core, you want to give up control and this person wants to take control. Now the 
roads to get there are varied. Some people do seek out BDSM because they were abused as a 
child or as a teenager.” Martin is quick to acknowledge that not everyone in the BDSM 
community suffered sexual trauma but it is a potential outlet for those who need to deal with 
control and dominance issues, in a safe, structured, caring environment.  
 Other respondents who reported sexual abuse or assault, in their past, discussed the 
physical violence, as well as, the psychological violence. Victoria (age 50) revealed 
psychological abuse perpetrated by her first husband: 
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Victoria: That relationship was not healthy. I didn’t feel able to talk to 
him openly. I would bring something [sexual] to him, instead of saying, “I 
don’t know how to deal with it,” he would make fun of me or something 
like that. So, it would introduce elements of shame.  
Interviewer: How did you deal with that? 
Victoria: Not very well. I didn’t really… it hurt my feelings, you know. 
There were times when I would ask for things and he went along with it 
then afterwards he made me feel, like… he didn’t make me feel anything 
but the way he behaved afterwards and the things that he said… ummm… 
I felt ashamed of what we’d done or there was something wrong with me 
or bad about me for wanting that. 
Interviewer: Did that level of shame make it difficult for you to 
communicate what you wanted or to present yourself sexually to partners 
after him? 
Victoria: Umm… yeah. You don’t want to bring things up because you’re 
afraid. I didn’t want to feel those same kinds of feelings again. 
Other reports of sexual trauma extended beyond the psychological and violated consent. Mary 
(age 67) discussed lack of consent within her first marriage, “I was exploited by [ex-husband]. 
It’s not consent when someone is doing something to you that you don’t want. They are taking 
advantage of you.” In Mary’s case, he was taking advantage of her mild nature and lack of sexual 
knowledge and experience. Mary continued, “When I say I don’t want you to do that and they do 
it anyway, that’s marital rape. I had that experience and that was really bad. It became 
intolerable.” Mary was with her ex-husband for 42 years and blamed pornography for the sexual 
assault she survived, “It inspired him to do those things to me.”  
 Chloe minimized her experience by suggesting “I was sexually assaulted but it wasn’t 
full-on rape.” While being passed out drunk, a coworker assaulted her. She woke up “covered” in 
his semen. Chloe felt she had to continue working with him at her job because she needed the 
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money. She says the experience worked to “keep herself in check” with the amount of alcohol 
she drinks and making certain she is around people who will keep her safe when she is drinking. 
Alcohol use was also used to explain the situation in Jessica’s (age 48) narrative: 
Jessica: I know there were times when [partner] had anal sex with me 
when I was passed out. 
Interviewer: So… rape. 
Jessica: Yep! I had another boyfriend do that. We went out for my 
birthday and I drank. It was the first time I remember I actually passed out 
from drinking. I woke up on the bathroom floor and he was inserting 
things into my butt and he said that I was asking him to do it. I have never 
thought about anal, really. So I don’t see me doing that. But since I passed 
out, I didn’t know. So, I didn’t push it any further. 
At another time, Jessica pretended to be drunk and passed out to see what would happen. Her 
partner asked twice if she “wanted it in the butt.” She didn’t respond. “He rolled me over and did 
it anyway. That’s when I knew for sure.” Jessica divulged. She claims that this instance “ruined 
her sex life” and produced long-lasting trust issues with partners or potential partners. She has 
made it a point to make certain her son understands about issues of consent.  
 In most cases of rape, the victim knows the perpetrator. According to the 2019 numbers 
by RAINN (Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network), in 19.5% of rape instances, the 
perpetrator is unknown to the victim. In other words, 8 out of 10 rapes occur with the victim 
knowing the perpetrator. Lynette (age 28) did not know the man who raped her outside a bar. 
Lynette is a survivor but the process of moving from a victim to a survivor has not been an easy 
one for her, “I did struggle with my sexuality… ummm… I was raped. I blamed myself because I 
didn’t fight for myself more than I should have. I just laid there and take it.” In reaction to the 
event, Lynette continues to go to bars hoping that she’ll see her attacker once more. She plans to 
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seduce him because she believes that if she has consensual sex with him, then the original rape 
never occurred. This is her proactive attempt to correct the situation. Apart from this plan, she 
notes how the rape changed who she is sexually and how it has affected everything from who she 
dates and how outspoken she is about open communication involving sex: 
It triggered my whole everything. It’s why I date older men now. It 
pushed me to date older men because the guy that did it was about the 
same age. I feel like it’s a protection thing. I think men of older age have 
more self-control. And there were a lot of times I didn’t want to have sex. 
I actually had to go to counseling for this. 
 In each of these instances, provided by respondents of this study, a trajectory event in 
their life course, involving sexual trauma, directly and definitely altered their sexual selves. Who 
they are sexually, who they will become sexually, and the meanings they actively assign to their 
sexuality will continue to progress with the variable of sexual violence as an ongoing factor.  
Sexual Contradictions 
 Often, in the course of an interview, respondents provided testimony that contradicted 
something they had said previously. Take, for instance, a female respondent who details a 
personal sexual encounter out of wedlock and, later in the interview, discusses how she would 
never have sex prior to marriage. What is to be done with qualitative data that contains 
contradictions? In Kinsey’s work (1948, 1953), the interview protocol called for a strict 
correction of the contradictory material. Contradictions that could not be corrected risked having 
the entire interview set aside as fraudulent. Protocols and analysis in the current project has a 
different opinion on contradictions that appear in the data. Rather than dismissing the data as 
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fraudulent or seeking the truth in an “either this or that” situation, the belief, in this study, is that 
contradictions tell us as much about the sexual self of a research participant or can lead the 
researcher to as clear an understanding of the participant as any other part of the data. 
Considering the previous example regarding sex before marriage, while the two statements 
contradict each other, is it, perhaps, the case that what the female respondent does not consider 
the aforementioned sexual encounter to actually be sex and, therefore, she held to her claim of 
not having sex prior to marriage? A simple clarifying question within the interview or a brief 
follow-up interview takes care of the issue nicely. What we learn then, from the data, is that, not 
only does she withhold sex before marriage, but also that particular sexual behaviors are not 
considered, by the respondent, to be actual sex, such as oral sex, for example. This contradiction 
example was found in the project data. Mary (age 67) discussed sexual encounters before she 
married but later talked about having waited until marriage to have sex. Upon illumination of the 
contradiction, Mary explained that she did not consider oral sex or mutual masturbation to be 
sex. Furthermore, she added an account in which she explained that when she had oral sex before 
she was married, it was not reciprocal, he did not return “the favor.” Not only does she not see 
oral sex as sex, she furthered the explanation to include the sexual behavior must be reciprocal to 
be considered sex.  
 The current study was fraught with such contradictions. While many of the contradictions 
were explained through the use of a clarifying question by the interviewer, some contradictions, 
even once pointed out to the respondent, continued to be a contradiction without an explanation. 
Sex is often a confusing and complicated concept to individuals. At times, individuals do not 
understand their own feelings about sexual matters. Other times they simply are unable to 
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accurately articulate their sexual thoughts to another in a satisfactory manner. Some 
contradictions originate from that sense of confusion and complication, and there is no 
accounting for the issue.  
 The most common contradiction (14% of respondents) involved open-mindedness. These 
respondents claimed to be open-minded about sharing their own desires and listening to the 
desires of others. Open-mindedness, for them, also involved open communication. In each of 
these cases, the respondents later discussed situations in which they did not reveal their desires to 
their partners and were less than accepting of what others had to say or do sexually. 
Clarifications were difficult for respondents regarding this contradiction. After a period of 
thought, Mark (age 22) suggested he was open-minded — except when he’s not. Contradictions 
often opened up other stories that would not have been approached had it not been for the 
recognition of a contradiction. Annette (age 39) has never felt the potential of being shamed by 
her partner but still refuses to be open about the urophilia clips she makes and uploads to porn 
sites. The distinction for Annette is that she doesn’t make money from the clips, it pleases her. If 
she did make money off the clips and did not tell her partner, then she would not be acting or 
thinking openly. Andrew (age 22) stressed how open-minded he was about the sexuality of 
others. He said he believed that everyone should be who they are sexually regardless of their 
desires. And yet, earlier in the interview, Andrew had revealed that his external environment 
influenced him in that it shaped what he thought was “weird” or acceptable: 
Interviewer: What is “weird” to you? 
Aaron: Anything gay. Anything not normal, you know, animals and feet 
and butt stuff and whipping each other. How can they do that? How can 
129
that even feel good? Don’t they know it’s weird? Then I think, “They must 
get something out of it.” Gross, how could they? 
 Another seeming contradiction came in the form of respondents claiming to be sexual 
beings and enjoying sex but, in turn, claiming not to be sexual. Further investigation of this 
thought pattern often led to discussions of body perception issues. In a couple cases, the 
respondents could not pinpoint what they meant by sexual and could not continue further with a 
response. And Aaron (age 24), who confirmed he was a sexual being and liked sex, said, “I do 
not see myself as sexual as that would imply I practice sex.”  
 Other contradictions spanned a wide field of topics. Marie (age 33) argued against having 
sex before marriage (herself included) while discussing having had sex before marriage. In this 
case, Marie did not recognize the contradiction. Faaria (age 57) described the patriarchal culture 
in her homeland of Indonesia while denying the existence of a patriarchy. When her responses 
about sex and orgasm being considered to be not important for women, only men, that sex 
education was only a male necessity, and that her stories exposed that men controlled the sexual 
scripts in Indonesia, Faaria countered that the patriarchy did not exist in her homeland because 
women could own property. Jessica (age 48) expressed that she experienced the best orgasms in 
a submissive position while later saying that she cannot be satisfied in a submissive position. 
Clarifying questions of her connections of satisfaction to orgasm did not produce a useful 
response. Don (age 29) at one moment described himself as “sexually powerful,” and in another 
part of the interview, described himself as “sexually terrified and vulnerable.” Abby (age 30) lost 
her virginity at 18 years old yet revealed that she had no sexual experience until age 23. She 
explained this by saying that, until the age of 23, she “didn’t know what a blowjob was.” Lynette 
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(age 28) would never get divorced or cheat on her future husband, while later declaring that if the 
sex wasn’t good in her marriage, she would cheat. And Spencer (age 21) relayed how he had to 
deal with the contradictions of another. His former girlfriend claimed to be kinky but would only 
have sex in a single position — the missionary position —  and would allow for no other sexual 
behavior but vaginal penetration in that one position. According to Spencer, “We were not on the 
same level because of her contradictions.”  
 These contradictions illuminate just how confusing and complicated sexuality is for 
individuals. Whether they can answer to the contradictions or not holds little matter as answers 
can be just as confusing as the original contradiction. But much is learned about the individual 
through these contradictions and the narratives that extend beyond the contradiction. Often the 
contradictions lead to explanations of what meanings individuals are placing on matters of 
sexuality. For instance, in Abby’s contradiction, we learn what meaning she places on sexual 
activity and virginity loss. For her, knowledge of blowjobs was necessary for one to have sexual 
experience. Meanings individuals place on sexuality, such as in Abby’s narrative, would not be 
revealed or understood without exploring the contradictions found within respondent’s 
narratives. Plante (2006) attributes contradictions and the gap in what we think and what we do 
sexually to the characteristics of ambivalence and contradiction that make up our sexual culture. 
Sexual Communication 
 Symbolic Interactionism has long maintained that language is the most vital factor in 
self-development, interaction, and the understanding of human conduct. Individuals adopt 
meanings through language and apply those meanings in both the further development of selves 
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and the setting up of action. Language facilitates what Blumer (1968) referred to as joint action, 
in which, within a broad social context, the actions of others are interpreted and defined by an 
individual who acts or reacts accordingly based on meanings derived through those actions. 
Similarly, Wittgenstein (in Brand 1979:58-59) wrote: 
Language is language activity, institutionalized being-able-to. In language 
we make ourselves understood. We motivate one another reciprocally, we 
engage in action. And there is no such thing as action alone. There is only 
action in common. That is: language is the communal life-praxis of men. 
Without language we cannot influence other people in such-and-such 
ways; we cannot build roads and machines, etc… The essence of linguistic 
communication is not the transmission of information but coming to 
understanding within the matrix of communal action.  
 Sexual communication shares an interdependency with sexual well-being, sexual 
satisfaction, and quality of relationship. Through a process of sexual communication, individuals 
reveal and understand their partner’s fantasies, sexual preferences, sexual behaviors, and sexual 
histories (Widman, Welsh, McNulty, and Little 2006). Communication, of this kind, is not 
necessarily verbal, it can involve action or gestures. For instance, a person can explain with 
words what they would like their partner to do to them sexually, or they could, in the course of 
sexual activity, show them. Communication proves vital in matters of sexual preference or sexual 
behaviors because people differ in their preferences and approved sexual behaviors (Byers 2011). 
Open communication between partners formulates the sexual scripts that guide relationships 
sexually (Gagnon and Simon 2009). Empirical studies have demonstrated that failure to 
communicate sexually and construct sexual scripts within a relationship diminishes sexual well-
being in both the sexual self and the relationship. Open communication in a sexual relationship 
was shown to improve relationship satisfaction (Rehman, Lizdek, Fallis, Sutherland, and 
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Goodnight 2017; Valvano, Rollack, Hudson, Goodworth, Lopez, and Stepleman 2018), increase 
contraceptive use (Widman, Welsh, McNulty, and Little 2006), and bring married couples closer 
together (Coffelt and Hess 2014). Other studies found, amongst couples in the dating phase of 
their relationship, men were more instrumental in their sexual disclosures whereas women 
tended to be more expressive (MacNeil and Byers 2005). Furthermore, women were found to be 
less direct than men in making sexual disclosures, but when women did express sexual likes and 
dislikes, they experienced a higher level of sexual and emotional intimacy and, thereby, reporting 
a greater relationship satisfaction. Men, however, did not report a change in satisfaction when 
expressing their sexual likes and dislikes (Theiss 2011). The findings of these studies are 
consistent with the work of Masters, Johnson, and Kolodny (1982) who contended that sexual 
intimacy was established in open communication.  
 In the current study, 52% of the respondents claimed to communicate openly about sex. 
22% of respondents thought they only were somewhat open about talking about sex, and 26% 
did not talk communicate openly about sex, including two female respondents who expressed 
that they did not believe they’ve been given the chance to communicate openly due to cultural 
constrictions. Reasons someone may be resistant to communicating openly vary, an individual 
may be unable to effectively communicate accurate information, whether this is actual or merely 
perceived, others may find it embarrassing, fear rejection, or worry about loss of spontaneity by 
discussing likes and dislikes (Masters, Johnson, and Kolodny 1982).  
 Three female respondents focused on age as a barrier to communication. Faaria (age 57) 
thinks talking openly about sex is a generational trend. She believes open sexual communication 
is easy for the younger generation but not someone from her generation. She attributes both 
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trends to the influence of the media. Mary (age 67) agrees with Faaria. While she is able to talk 
openly about sex in her current relationship, in the past she thought talking about sex was wrong, 
“Now he wants to know ‘Do I like this? Do I like that?’” At this point in the interview, Mary 
broke down crying. She explained how much more satisfied she was in her new relationship 
where she could talk about what she wanted and, more importantly, to be asked what she wanted. 
She explained her first husband was domineering and unconcerned with her sexual or emotional 
satisfaction. “So many bad stories. Talking would have helped,” Mary said, wiping away her 
tears. Kate (age 65) couldn’t talk to her first husband about sex because she was raised in an 
environment where women weren’t allowed to discuss sex, which led to her complete naiveté 
about all matters sexual on her wedding night. It was because of her naiveté that Kate revealed 
that, not only did she believe she couldn’t talk about sex, but she wouldn’t have known what to 
say or ask.  
 Explanations for why individuals did not talk about sexual matters were also echoed by 
those who did consider themselves sexually open in their communications: 
Verbally, yes, I’m open. But with women, I feel like we have to keep it a 
secret. It’s like you’re not considered a woman if you talk about [sex]. But, 
I’m like, “WE ARE HUMAN!” When I’m out, it’s always my topic of 
discussion. 
(Lynette, age 28) 
I feel bad for people… I know people who have to have the lights off and 
no talking. I think people want to talk but won’t. I’ve been with partners 
who were “No talking” but wanted to talk. Even when you’re married it’s 
important to continue that conversation because if you’re not in-tune with 
your partner it’s easy for your sex life to change and that’ll change the 
intimacy levels which can lead to a lot of issues. Being open with 
communication and yourself… I think it’s a key to keeping your sexual 
health alive and in good shape. 
(Bradley, age 48) 
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My girlfriend is not open [to talking about sex] because of past sexual 
abuse she experienced. There’s definitely some walls up from that, of 
course. But I’ve been the first person who’s been in-tune to what she wants 
to do sexually. I tell her we are doing this “together” versus like this is 
something I’m getting from you. I’m the first person who she’s had sex 
with that’s interested in making her feel good too. 
(Spencer, age 21) 
For a long time BDSM had to be hidden… down in someone’s basement, 
or the backroom of some poker club, or somewhere, or the gay bar that had 
the extra room in the back that was hidden and it was put away. I was like, 
we need to be more open. We have all these educators around the country. 
Some of them are fabulous. But we still want to be hidden. We, as a 
community, have to step out of the way. You cannot hide from it anymore. 
It is everywhere nowadays. It inspires clothing lines. It inspires people to 
try new things. People are going to be surprised if they have an open and 
honest dialogue… this is key… and open AND honest dialogue. People are 
going to be more willings to hear what you have to say. They are not 
necessarily going to just look at you like “Oh hey, you’re a freak.” 
(Martin, age 49). 
There are women — adults — who won’t even talk about that — 
masturbation. They lie, “No, I don’t do that.” I’m like, this is totally normal 
and more people should be doing this and more people should be admitting 
they do it. 
(Melanie, age 26) 
I am open I have nothing to hide. I’m not ashamed of anything which, I 
think, is what a lot of girls, especially, are meant to feel ashamed or they 
should hide this. I was never taught to feel that way. 
(Abby, age 30) 
 And yet, explanations and advice do not always persuade others to open themselves up to 
talking about sex. Some, like John (age 47) has never opened himself up to his wife about his 
sexual predilection for feet: 
Interviewer: With [the] closeness you describe with your wife, why are 
you unwilling to tell her about your sexual desires? 
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John: I never want to see that look on her face. 
Interviewer: What look? 
John: The look of disgust.  
Oliver (age 56) also refuses to reveal his fantasies to his wife. He retains a cuckold fantasy about 
“catching” his wife having sex with another man. He refrains from telling her about this fantasy 
because it’s not something he would permit in reality. Anna (age 19) was also concerned about 
revealing her sexual desires to others. When asked whether she had sexual desires she keeps to 
herself, she offered a justification: 
Of course, I think everyone does. Sometimes it’s perfectly okay to have 
desires [you keep] to yourself. I don’t necessarily need to tell anyone else. 
Although my desires develop all the time in different ways. So, even if I 
were to open up about them, I’m sure they’d change soon anyway. 
Debra (age 22) also refrains from discussing what she does and doesn’t like because she “doesn’t 
want her parents finding out any of it.”  
 Other explanations for self-silence came from Karla (age 52) who simply preferred not to 
verbalize her desires, “I’m a lot more able to express myself physically than verbally.” Mark (age 
22) is adamant about not talking about sex to others. He claims his thoughts belong solely to him 
and he does not feel the need to relay them to others. Yet, Mark, who is upset that he is still a 
virgin, does not make a connection to his unwillingness to discuss his sexual thoughts with 
anyone and his inability to find a sexual partner. There is also little to no communication in 
Jessica’s (age 48) marriage, which she defines as “sexless.” She notes that her husband doesn’t 
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want to hear about what she desires. “I fake a lot of stuff — through our entire marriage just to 
make him happy,” she reveals. For Caroline (age 50) lack of communication is all in the past: 
In the past we didn’t talk about anything, except for penetrative sex. We 
certainly didn’t talk about… umm… I hadn’t even thought about things 
like role playing, which is pretty vanilla. I didn’t think there was more 
than just regular sex that someone I would be with would ask for. 
 Whether in the past or a continuation into the present, respondents who were self-silenced 
about sex reported a lesser sexual well-being and diminished relational and sexual satisfaction. 
All these by-products of open sexual communication were heightened in situations where open 
sexual communication existed. Steven (age 22) says, “Being open means I am comfortable with 
who I am and I am not ashamed of anything.” Caitlin (age 25) notes benefits to open 
communication about sex: 
My boyfriend and I speak openly about sex. It’s been beneficial because 
we’ve been open about our sex lives with other people for a long time. We 
were friends in high school, so we were comfortable talking with one 
another about our sex lives, especially once we got to our freshman year in 
college where we started dating. We’ve been open enough where we 
started out as friends with benefits, because we had already discussed as 
friends for years what we liked in the bedroom, what we didn’t like, what 
we wish our partners would do for us, what we wish our partners would let 
us do for them. 
Despise not wanting to talk to partners about sex, for fear of her parents finding anything out, 
Debra (age 22) does recognize the benefits of open sexual communication, “It would be a great 
help. There’s a level of comfort and security with it. It makes people more open to try new things 
without fear of judgment.” 
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 Annette (age 39) provided advice for those who are shy. She says that communicating 
sexually is not always about telling someone face-to-face what you want. She has found it useful 
to text pictures of what she wants. Chloe (age 22) suggests that relationship and sexual 
satisfaction is improved when partners communicate after sex. “It’s necessary,” she emphasizes, 
“I really liked when you did this, next time, try doing this. I find that really effective.”  
 For participants like Rick (age 25), he has been excited to talk openly about sex, after 
coming from a non-communicative environment in his youth. Today, he says that he “loves to 
talk to people about sexuality” because it changes the way he sees them. For others, however, 
open communication of sexuality has created issues. Carson (age 39) works in an upper-level 
corporate environment, where open discussion of sex takes on a distinctly patriarchal tone; one 
that sets the atmosphere of the environment: 
Interviewer: What are the dynamics like amongst the people you work 
with, higher up in the company when you discuss matters of sex, gender, 
or sexuality? 
Carson: It’s all cliché, Everything you see in the movies is pretty much 
how it is. It’s all men after the middle management level and the talk is 
pretty sexist. It’s all who fucked who and how many women they fucked. 
Everybody trying to show up the guy next to them.  
Interviewer: How does this affect you as a gay man in that environment? 
Carson: It doesn’t. I ignore it the best I can. They know I’m gay and don’t 
really include me when they talk about all that. It’s fine with me.  
Interviewer: Do you feel like you are excluded in other things because 
you are gay? 
Carson: No. I’m treated well. I get along with everyone. At the end of the 
day, I’m still a man in that setting.  
Interviewer: And a white man… 
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Carson: …and a white man… 
Interviewer: …who makes a lot of money… 
Carson: …good money… 
Interviewer: What if you weren’t white? What if you were a woman? 
Carson: Wouldn’t survive long. Wouldn’t make it. 
 Other participants from the LGBTQIA+ community acknowledged that, while they are 
open now with sexual communication, it was not always the case, primarily in situations where 
they still closeted their sexuality. Aaron (age 24) didn’t feel he was able to discuss his sexuality 
in the staunchly conservative environment in which he grew up. Despite considering himself 
open, his past still shadows how he feels about speaking out, “I’m indifferent when talking about 
my sexuality. I’m neither comfortable nor uncomfortable, but I’m not going to deny it or hide it 
because other people think they have a right to impede on my life because they think it’s wrong. 
I can and will [speak openly].”  
 Ashley (age 24) recalled a lengthy period of time in her life when not communicating had 
a devastating effect on her relationship: 
We used to not talk about sex and that was the worst year and a half of 
our relationship. Because we… it was partially because I had an IUD for 
birth control and I bled basically for a year straight. We didn’t have sex 
for a year and that was awful because we didn’t talk about it. Then I got it 
out and ugh… we’re still not going to talk about it. I felt awful. Just 
awful. People need to talk more — moral of the story. 
 Concerns about how individuals are perceived by others was addressed. Kevin (age 35) 
worried about speaking openly about his sexual desires. “I feel that if I was open to [women] 
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about my desires that I would be labeled as a sex offender or a sex addict,” Kevin verbalized this 
concern without his statement intending to be humorous or hyperbolic. It is for this reason that 
Kevin feels more comfortable speaking openly with men than women, “I have not really 
divulged my desires to females for fear of being cast away. I have told these desires to men 
because they cannot turn me down and they are not part of the fantasy so I feel I can speak more 
freely.” Speaking openly to men aids in building his confidence. As his confidence expands, he 
feels he will be as open speaking to women as he is to the men with whom he talks. Once he can 
fully speak freely, he believes he will have a stronger well-being and a more satisfying sex life, 
“I would like to be more open in the hopes of maybe bringing some of these desires to fruition 
and maybe helping her with any she may have in return.”  
 Chelsea (age 32) has come to socially interact with others with open communication 
about sexual matters and include everyone in the conversation: 
I feel like I am very open-minded sexually. I kind of go by the phrase, “To 
each their own.” I understand that everyone likes different things just like 
everyone has their own kind of music they like. I am very happy being 
open and non-judgmental because I like being who I am. I’m not ashamed 
of it. I talk openly with each of my partners and tell them about each other. 
I have had a few of my boyfriends meet each other and they get along real 
well. It’s nice to not have to hide anything with them. It makes things so 
much easier when they are all accepting of each other and what I do.  
 Invariably, the question arose, in the interviews, of how a participant would respond to a 
partner revealing a desire that the participant was adamantly against and considered the sexual 
behavior to be a hardline for them. A commanding 96% of the respondents concluded that, if a 
partner were to bring up a behavior that was a hardline for them, they would have a discussion 
about it. They also reported that they would possibly try it once to see if it was something they 
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were not interested in or, at the very least, attempt to find a middle ground between what they 
were willing to do and the requested behavior. In every case, the respondents made mention of 
being careful not to shame their partner. Only 4% of the respondents would not engage in the 
behavior or have a conversation about it. In each of these cases, the respondents stated that they 
would simply be blunt in their rejection. Sam (age 70), in the past, used cocaine to communicate 
and learn new desires. Despite being influenced by a narcotic, he has held to his hardline, “There 
have always been things I refuse to do, choking, for one. I refuse to slap a girl who wants to be 
slapped. I’m very blunt about it.”  
 Chloe’s (age 22) response was in-line with others in the 96% of respondents who would 
openly communicate the issue with their partner and attempt to work something out: 
I would probably try it once or a couple of times. I would try to find a 
happy medium. If it was something like DDLG (Daddy Dominant/Little 
Girl) it would be like, wear the diaper just not take a shit. Maybe one time 
try his thing — next time try my thing. If it was a situation like 
“Absolutely not! Not going to do it!” I think I’d be okay with him going 
someplace else like play parties to do it. The last thing I would want is to 
suppress him sexually. 
Chloe displays a Goffmanian example of audience tact here as she takes the other into 
consideration and aids in, not only their performance as a social actor, but, ultimately, the 
construction of their sexual self. Mead avers that humankind lives in a world of meaning. 
Meaning is negotiated and renegotiated in social interaction with language being the most 
fundamental element (Mead 1934). The symbolic interactionist notions of Mead thread 
throughout the understanding of how sexual communication is essential in sexual self-
construction. 
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Sexual Desires 
 The current study holds to a more traditional definition of sexual desire in which a 
subjectively sexual impulse is an impetus acting to motivate an individual toward behaviors 
based on sex. In previous studies, connections are made between sexual desire and autonomy, 
relationship status, emotions, and psycho-physiological considerations. For instance, the sexual 
desire for someone categorized as a friend was found to contain biased perceptions that the other 
(the friend) would have similar desires. Lacking the projection onto their friend, individuals 
tended not to pursue their desires for fear of rejection or negatively altering the status of the 
friendship. Projecting biased perceptions on their friend, motivated the individual to alter the 
nature of the friendship into a sexual relationship (Lemay Jr. and Wolf 2016), often constructing 
a self-fulfilling prophecy in which the projection initiates a constructed reality (Merton 1948). 
Other studies examined the level of sexual desires in connection or contrast to varying 
differentiations of self, how much autonomy one has within an intimate relationship (Ferreira, 
Fraenkel, Narciso,and Novo 2015; Ferreira, Narciso, and Novo 2016). In both studies, personal 
autonomy was found to heighten sexual desire. In the 2015 study, lack of stress and the breaking 
of sexual routines also increased desire while stress, conflict, and children decreased sexual 
desire. Looking only at women, Hall (2004) determined lack of sexual desire was indicative of 
an imbalance in the life of women. And Moholy, Prause, Proudfit, Rahman, and Fong (2015) 
determined high levels of sexual arousal, arising from sexual desire, promoted compulsive and 
risky sexual behaviors from infidelity to negative physical health consequences.  
 The participants in the present study discussed sexual desires in a more social manner, 
associating sexual desire with sexual proclivities held against socio-sexual normativity. More 
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often than not, respondents spoke about sexual repression and the self-regulation of sexual 
desires rather than about direct motivation of a sexual behavior based on a sexual desire. Sexual 
desire, for respondents, was less about a general desire to have sex than a specific proclivity that 
motivated them and how revealing that desire would be met by social attitudes. The reason Don 
(age 29) gave for not revealing his sexual desires was because “they run counter to the calming 
narrative of our current society.” Social normativity was carefully considered by respondents in 
revealing their sexual desires. Anna (age 19) is motivated to have sex with her boyfriend with the 
thought of “sitting on his face while he eats her out.” However, she doesn’t believe he likes that 
and so, the impetus moving her toward sexual activity is not transferred from an imagined to an 
acted upon behavior. “It’s perfectly okay to have desires [you keep] to yourself.“Anna justified. 
 Sexual desire being a motivating factor toward sexual activity does not have the 
mysterious black box that anthropology struggles with, in which they know what species enters 
the black box and they know which species exits the black box but they do not understand what 
occurred in the black box in their “missing link” problem. What is evident in this study is that, 
largely, social normativity plays an integral part between sexual desire and sexual behavior. This 
is where Mead’s (1934) notion of “I” and "me" plays a pivotal, theoretical role. The “I” is that 
sexual desire, specifically, in many of these cases, a desired sexual proclivity. The "me" 
negotiates between the desire and social norm, essentially playing gatekeeper. The "me" may 
deny the desire, but, if the desire is strong enough and hyper-sexualized, the "me" may be 
overridden. In the previous narrative, provided by Anna, Mead’s idea of “I” and “me,” the 
impulse (I) is derailed by the "me" from shifting from an impulse to a behavior, in this case not 
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based upon social normativity but by role-taking and considering the other person’s sexual likes 
and dislikes in a joint action (Blumer 1968). 
 The “I” and the "me" was often demonstrated when respondents discussed the problems 
with threesomes (or multiple partner sex). The issue, for respondents, was a specific drive toward 
a sexual behavior being met with the barrier of perceived unfavorable reactions by others, 
preventing the individual from acting on the desires and, instead, aligning with social norms: 
Some of my sexual desires are not viewed as normal, such as multiple 
partners at once. I think that media, such as movies and television, 
romanticize the idea of single partner relationships, so whenever I mention 
the idea of multiple partners, people act as if I killed their god. They view 
sex as a thing only to be had in a serious relationship, but I think it can be 
fun and for an emotional and passionate act. Adding another person, in 
their eyes, is the same as cheating. 
(Rick, age 25) 
I have been wanting to have a threesome. But I feel embarrassed and 
[others] may think I’m a lesbian. 
(Marie, age 33) 
I would like to engage in sex with multiple partners at a time but it gets 
muddled in political correctness. 
(Kevin, age 35) 
Chloe (age 22) would also like to engage in multiple partner sex but there is another factor 
holding her back, comfort. Finding comfort was listed by several respondents as a factor in 
moving from sexual desire to sexual behavior. For Chloe, “I don’t know if it’s that I want to keep 
it in or that I just haven’t found people that I’m comfortable enough with.” Chloe is also 
interested in gang bangs and rape fantasy, both requiring a high level of comfort and trust.  
 Sometimes the motivation comes from the wish to try new things and consciously not 
wanting to repress one’s self. The Ferreira, et al. (2015) study found change and breaking sexual 
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routines was one factor that increased sexual desire. Madison (age 22) wishes to try things at 
least once to see if she enjoys them. Chelsea (age 32) finds desire in trying new things also 
because she worries about repressing herself, believing it to be unhealthy. But Mark (age 22) 
does hold back due to a diagnosed disorder, “I am open-minded, but I also have an anxiety 
disorder, so I don’t always do the things I wish I did.”  
 Mark’s anxiety disorder further illustrates that there are seemingly endless variables that 
advance or hinder a sexual desire from motivating sexual activity. Often sexual desire is 
dependent upon time, place, and context, demonstrating sexual desire to be a social construct. 
Martin (age 49) talked about the origins of his BDSM interest in a social learning context: 
I was maybe 18. I learned at a young age that people like to get spanked. I 
didn’t know it was called BDSM then. Where I grew up, it wasn’t even a 
term we knew about. We just knew “Hey she liked to get her hair pulled” 
or “Hey, she liked to be spanked.” It wasn’t until the internet came along 
that people like me, where I grew up, now had access to the terminology 
and things. Before that, it was experience I had that told me that girls I 
knew liked it a little bit rough. 
Media, in specific time and place, played a part for respondents: 
Sophia Loren - gorgeous. Ann Margaret - gorgeous. Lucille Ball - 
gorgeous. Audrey Hepburn - Oh my gosh! Yes! That is a sexual turn on to 
me to see… even a man… you know, like, Robert Redford or Paul 
Newman, or any of the guys of that time… Now I’m really showing my 
age. But to see those people act and interact with one another is amazing. 
To me, that is sexual. It moves me to want to, you know, you know.  
(Kate, age 65) 
And for Aaron (age 24) watching Star Wars and superhero movies incited, in him, the desire to 
see men naked. Curiosity was also the motivating factor for Spencer (age 21) who used media 
and the internet to answer his questions, such as what led him to learn about forced orgasms, “I 
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knew what my own orgasms felt like but what if you couldn’t pull the vibrator away when you 
orgasm? What would that be like? That’s how I found forced orgasm. That’s how I got interested 
in it.” 
 Not all respondents were welcoming of their sexual desires. The primary reason that 
those desires did not extend to behaviors was due to the individuals adamantly not wanting to 
actualize a desire that upset them. Extreme bondage and “pussy torture” are the things that 
arouse Lauren (age 28) but she stops it at the stage of desire, “I don’t know… it would make me 
feel disgusting.” For Oliver (age 56), what arouses him is not something he desires as a reality: 
Oliver: What do you call it when you want to catch your wife with 
someone else? 
Interviewer: Cuckold fantasy. 
Oliver: Is that it? I don’t want it though, I still think about it. 
Interviewer: Have you told your wife about this fantasy? 
Oliver: No. I have no interest in really doing it so there’s no need. 
 
Interviewer: If this is something that arouses you, why don’t you want to 
pursue it? 
Oliver: Are you kidding? I don’t want my wife fucking someone else. I 
think it’s fun to think about. […] If it was real, I might punch him in his 
goddam face… 
  
Patricia (age 23) represses the “overwhelming” desire to experience anilingus, “I don’t know 
what it would feel like. I think it would be a tingle on my asshole when he licked it with his 
tongue. But the idea really turns me on.” Patricia, despite wanting to engage in anilingus, 
represses the desire due to her perceptions of negative judgment against her on the part of others 
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in addressing the desire with them. “How would you even go about asking someone? And it’s not 
like you can just force it on their mouth, like, ‘Surprise, here’s my asshole.’ It’s much easier… 
safer… to shut up, probably.” Karla (age 52) also represses her sexual desires. She is curious 
about what it would be like to be with another woman but worries about her own post-coitus 
feelings and what others may think.  
 Caroline (age 50) has no problem addressing her desire to include another woman in 
sexual activity with her husband. While she has yet to find the right person to include in bedroom 
activities, she keeps the desire alive by watching adult films where she enjoys watching lesbians 
engage in cunnilingus and pretends it’s her: 
Caroline: I’m not turned on by a man performing oral sex on a woman 
but a woman performing oral sex on a woman — that’s far more a turn on 
for me.  
Interviewer: Why do you think that is? 
Caroline: I have no idea. Watching a man and a woman seems voyeuristic 
for me, like I’ve stumbled in on their intimate moment. But with two 
women, it doesn’t seem voyeuristic to me. Maybe it’s just one woman 
knowing what another woman wants because she has that same genitalia. I 
don’t know. It surprised me that it turned me on. I don’t look too deeply 
into it, it’s just my thing.  
Caroline uses the visual fantasy as a “bookmark” until she is able to involve another woman in 
the actualization of her desires.  
 Body image was another factor in the transfer of desire to behavior. How one felt about 
how they looked played a part in whether they felt comfortable actualizing what aroused them 
with a partner. Bradley (age 48) revealed that his husband’s self-perceptions of his own body 
created issues that de-motivated desires from becoming behaviors. Bradley said, “Body image is 
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a very real thing for [husband]. So, sex is not comfortable for him. We need to be doing it for the 
right reasons instead of him doing it because he feels we should.” Communication of those 
desires is equally difficult for Bradley’s husband who has to rely on alcohol to discuss it. Other 
respondents also mentioned needing various substances to talk about actualizing desires, such as 
Sam (age 70) who admitted to requiring cocaine, in his youth, to talk about what aroused him.   
 In understanding the internal mechanisms, along with the external influences of those 
mechanisms, such as socialization effects and sexual impulses, we can proceed to trying to 
understanding how sexual behaviors demonstrate the construction of sexual selves. But, first, a 
consideration must be pointed out: With action theories of desire, such as Anscombe (2000), 
desire is a primitive wanting to get something. For instance, if a person initiates and performs 
oral sex, it can be deduced that the person desired oral sex. This is problematic, in the broader 
picture, as noted in the narratives of the current study, for a person may have a desire that they do 
not act upon and a person may behave in a sexual way for experimental purposes and not out of a 
wanting. Social interactions reveal a wide-variety of reasons individuals both behave in 
particular ways sexually and have particular sexual desires. So, while it is important to 
understand sexual impulses in connection to sexual behaviors, it is also important to separate 
behaviors from desires and note how they develop separately from each other.  
Sexual Behaviors 
 Sexual behaviors occur with the culmination of all that lead to the action: sexual 
socialization, community attitudes, fantasies, sexual desires, sexual suggestions by partners, 
parental influence, sex education, fears, internal conversations, stigmatization, religious edict, 
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and on. Even whether or not an individual chooses to act upon a desire is another facet in the 
construction of sexual selves. But, whether the behavior is not engaged in but held to an inner 
desire, acted on in privacy by an individual alone, acted upon with a partner, or acted upon in or 
with a group of people, it is the end result of a lengthy process. The process, however, does not 
end with the engagement of a behavior. After a behavior is acted upon, there are still the feelings 
afterwards, relationship dynamics, new sexual desires, different behaviors, etc. Sexual selves are 
not static but what is important to note is that each of these behaviors carry a weight of 
processual elements that come before them. It is because of this, that sexual behaviors hold such 
importance in understanding the construction of sexual selves.  
Masturbation 
 Masturbation, the self-stimulation of erogenous zones of the human body, bridges self-
expression with social control. While there is the potential of seemingly endless occurrences of 
sexual pleasure that can be derived from masturbation, it also runs against the grain of social 
normativity. Historically, members of society have declared masturbation to be a profane, 
embarrassing, and shameful act, one that could be mentally and physically (“you’ll go blind”) 
detrimental to individuals (Laqueur 2003). This defilement of the body has, at times, been 
condemned by society, the medical community and the church alike, and was criminalized in 
Victorian England, where women caught masturbating, and thereby displaying sexual desire, 
could be incarcerated for their social infractions or forced to undergo a clitoridectomy (Miller 
and Adams 1996). The social repression extends into modern days, where even a rock star, 
George Michael, caught masturbating was socially stigmatized, publicly ridiculed, and resulted 
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in his album sales falling dramatically. Even though some sexual activities, like masturbation and 
oral sex, are frequently practiced, they continue to fall outside the range of social normativity 
and can be viewed as normal or secret deviance (Forsyth 2003; Little 1989). Not only are people 
not supposed to masturbate, they are not supposed to talk about it, which may be why few 
empirical studies have been devoted to masturbation (Regnerus, Price, and Gordon 2017). But 
masturbation holds several keys to the understanding of human sexuality; first sexual 
experiences often involve masturbation, much of what can be understood about sexual response 
can be empirically studied with masturbation (Masters and Johnson 1966), and people come to 
learn, not only what they want sexually, but how to please themselves sexually, which they can 
later impart to a partner.  
 As the often repeated joke goes: 95% of people claim that they masturbate, the other 5% 
are lying. Kinsey (1948, 1953) was among the first to study masturbation empirically. Kinsey 
and his team interviewed participants (N=55940 females/5300 males) about their masturbatory 
habits and reported that, in males, 93% of the total population masturbated at least once in their 
lives with 92% experiencing orgasm through masturbation, and, in females, 62% of the total 
population masturbated at least once in their lives with 58% experiencing orgasm through 
masturbation (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, and Gebhard 1953). The Kinsey studies were conducted 
in the 1940s and early 50s, so, the question is whether or not there is a response error in the 
reporting. Did social repression play a part in how respondents answered questions about 
masturbation to the Kinsey team? Hite (1976) studied the masturbatory habits of women over 20 
years after the Kinsey studies and found that 82% of women claimed that they have masturbated 
at least once in their lifetimes. The percentage numbers fall with current studies on masturbation, 
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but this is due to the fact that the questions about masturbation have changed. Recent studies, 
Das (2007) and Regnerus, Price, and Gordon (2017), inquired about the frequency of respondent 
masturbation over the period of the past two weeks or month, the studies did not ask about 
lifetime habits or if the participants had ever masturbated. Omission of lifetime masturbation 
practices leaves a severe gap in the reporting of masturbatory habits and in the study analysis as 
well. Das (2007) (N=1764 females/1347 males) admitted to the severe limitations of his study 
including the manner in which the questions were asked may have led to underreporting and 
recall/conclusion bias in the study. Regurus, et al. (2017) (N=8090 females/7648 males) admitted 
there was an issue with questions of frequency in the study and a more severe issue involved the 
researchers not defining sex to the participants. Furthermore, there may have been a non-
response bias with those respondents who did not view masturbation as sex. In 2016, Tenga 
produced a study on masturbation reporting that 95% of men masturbate and 81% of women 
masturbate. The immediate and glaring bias problem with this particular study is that Tenga is a 
sex toy company. It would be financially feasible for them to report high levels of people 
masturbating in an attempt to normalize masturbation and entice potential customers to purchase 
sex toys from them. Such an issue could have been avoided merely by funding independent 
researchers to carry out the study and remain fully separated from the data collection and 
analysis process. 
 The primary issue with studies involving analysis of masturbatory habits is non-reporting. 
Not only are numbers skewed but, in quantitative data, potential necessary information is 
omitted. Studying masturbation comes with a price of how participants will respond to the 
hidden shame of masturbation. The current study, with regard to masturbation, had similar issues 
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with reporting. Of all the sensitive areas of sexuality discussed in the interviews, masturbation 
had the largest non-response rate — 13 of the 50 (26%) respondents either refused to talk about 
masturbation or diverted away from the topic, for whatever reason, in the course of the 
discussions. Another three respondents mentioned masturbation when prompted but would not 
go into any more detail than a single sentence stating that they have or have not masturbated.  
 Of the participants who discussed masturbation extensively, six considered it to play a 
minimal part in their lives, with one participant (Steven, age 22) claiming it played a minor role 
despite the fact that he masturbates five-plus times a week. Caitlin (age 25) claims to have never 
masturbated. She has no interest in masturbating or “seeing her vagina” — which she says she 
still has not. When asked about this, she held to her account that it was out of a  
lack of interest. Thirteen of the respondents claimed to fall into the category of a frequent 
masturbator. A definition of frequent varied anywhere from several times a week to several times 
a day. One respondent (Ben, age 22) developed an addiction to masturbating and pornography 
while on military deployment in Iraq. The use of pornography to aid in masturbation was 
acknowledged by six of the 37 respondents who discussed masturbation (16.2%) and three 
discussed using sex toys to aid in masturbation (8%).  
 Seven respondents included a forbidden element to masturbation in the discussion. Faari 
(age 57) explained that her religion, Islam, did not allow for masturbation and placed it on the 
same level of sinful acts as adultery. Petra (age 42) views masturbation as a purely mechanical 
act as she struggles with forbidden thoughts she may have while masturbating. In her mind, 
fantasy is problematic because she conflates it with non-consent, “If I imagine someone I know 
or something, it’s like having sex with them without their consent so I’m not going to do it.” 
152
Another respondent (Michelle, age 37) didn’t masturbate until the age of 19 because she heard 
that only men masturbate, “I didn’t hear of women masturbating so that’s why I didn’t do it.” In 
this case, Michelle’s sexuality was marginalized under a patriarchal society harkening Victorian 
age influences. Now Michelle enjoys masturbation and it is a big part of foreplay with her 
husband. Similarly, Debra (age 22) enjoyed masturbating once she discovered it at age 7 but 
stopped doing it from age 11 to age 14 because she was told that only boys masturbate and girls 
who did it were “dirty.” Charles (age 70) was brought up in a Roman Catholic parochial school 
where the nuns and the father would often ask him is he had been masturbating and relaying to 
him explanations of why masturbation was sinful. “I told them, Hell No!” he lied, “I didn’t want 
to go through all that shit again with them. I told them I quit all that shit last year after the first 
Christian brother told me not to do it.” No one in the current study directly criticized others for 
masturbating. The only criticism leveled at others was for not masturbating. Chloe’s (age 22) 
friends who do not masturbate, complain about not having orgasms when they engage in sexual 
activity with their partners. “They don’t have orgasms with guys because they haven’t learned to 
do it themselves. How can they tell a guy how to do it to them if they haven’t done it to 
themselves?” Chloe argues.  
 Masturbation was viewed as the origins of many participant’s sexuality. Even when the 
first experience occurred at a very young age, the memory was still vivid well into adulthood. 
Plante (2006) asserts that memories of such things as masturbation remain more vivid than other 
memories due to the feelings of pleasure associated with them. Victoria (age 50) remembers 
discovering masturbation at the age of three or four. “It’s not a complete memory — kind of 
flashes,” she acknowledges, “But I guess the most noteworthy thing about it would be having an 
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orgasm.” Waskul, Vannini, and Wiesen (2007) wish to make it clear that, when a child finds 
pleasure in self-discovery, they are simply reacting to something that feels good, they are not 
associating a sexual meaning with it yet. Kate (age 65) illustrates Waskul, et al’s, idea: “At 11 or 
12, I remember liking masturbation but I didn’t know what I was doing. I just knew it felt good. 
At 15 years old I realized what I was doing at 11.” As a child, Kevin (age 35) mistook the feeling 
of arousal from self-discovery as an overwhelming urge to pee. When he had an orgasm, it left 
him with confusion about what had happened. And Lauren (age 28) did not understand what she 
was doing, only that it felt good, “I would do it in front of my siblings, who wouldn’t stop me. 
This was before I learned it was bad.” For Patricia (age 23), masturbation has been a significant 
experience in her life; 
I don’t remember a time when I didn’t have my hand between my legs. I 
have some memory of my mom pulling my hand from between my legs 
in public then giving my hand a little slap. It probably happened several 
times. I was little. I didn’t know what I was doing. And I definitely didn’t 
think it was sexual. I had no idea at that age. Now, it’s as important as 
anything is. I love to masturbate. I play with myself at least once or twice 
a day. 
 As previously noted, many respondents considered masturbation to be the beginning of 
their sexual experiences. Melanie (age 26) felt “weird and awkward” when she started self-
exploration at the age of 15: 
I wondered “Is everybody doing it or am I the only one doing it?” Now in 
my 20s, there are women who won’t even talk about it as adults — like, 
“Oh no, I don’t do that.” — But this is totally normal and more people 
should be talking about this. More people should be ok admitting they are 
doing this. 
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 Awkwardness was not the only feeling associated with the origins of self-exploration, 
Ashley (age 24) started masturbating at age 13. When she penetrated herself, it hurt. She was 
disappointed because she thought it was supposed to feel good. It left her sad with feelings of 
confusion. Penetration isn’t for everyone, though. When Lynette (age 28) discovered the pleasure 
she could get from running the water over her clitoris in the bathtub, as a child, she had no 
interest in penetrating herself. Even the sex toys she buys as an adult are only used for clitoral 
stimulation and not for vaginal penetration. Bradley (age 48) found pleasure in gym class while 
climbing the rope. Caroline (age 50) noted the “zing” she felt when she was a child playing in a 
pool and a water balloon rubbed against her “down there.”  
 However, it wasn’t always enough to feel that “zing” in order to begin a masturbatory 
habit, several respondents explained that they had to learn how to masturbate. Their narratives 
were not dissimilar to how Becker (1953) demonstrated how individuals had to learn to be 
marijuana users. According to Becker, there are three stages to becoming a marijuana user: (1) 
learning the technical aspect of smoking in order to get high, (2) learning to identity the feeling 
of being high and attributing the feeling to an effect of the drug, and (3) leaning how to enjoy the 
feeling of being high. In many discussions, the participants in the current study talked about 
learning to masturbate and Becker’s stages were notable. One could easily replace the word 
“smoking” with “masturbating” and “high” with “pleasure,” in Becker’s stages. Sometimes the 
learning process was in self-teaching and in other cases, the individual needed others to teach 
them how to masturbate. Spencer (age 21) learned through trial and error, “I masturbated in 
really weird ways like putting a lot of pressure on the head of my penis, some really bizarre stuff. 
Then I figured out how to give myself a hand job — things really took off from there.” But for 
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Spencer it wasn’t just about penile masturbation, he also learned to like anal sex through self-
exploration as well. While others also learned through experimentation and trial and error, most 
participants who discussed the learning process required the assistance of others.  
 Becker (1953) stresses the need of others to learn to be a marijuana user and the same 
applies to many participants in the current study learning to masturbate. Bradley (age 48) who 
first felt good climbing the rope in gym still needed help on how to continue the feeling without 
climbing a rope in gym and possibly “squooging in my gym shorts.” In what would become his 
“favorite hobby,” Bradley’s friends taught him how to “jerk off.” They did not, however, tell him 
about orgasm which would come as “quite a surprise.” The others who taught Chelsea (age 32) 
were on the internet. She watched women masturbating, taking careful note of what they did 
with their hands and determining what felt best for them from their reactions, then she mirrored 
what they were doing. Finally, Sam (age 70) had to partially self-learn but was taught to 
masturbate at the age of 12 at summer camp: 
An older boy, 14, gathered a bunch of us and said, “Come in the 
bathroom,” and we all go in the bathroom and he shows us how to cream 
himself. I had no idea this existed. What the fuck was that? And how do I 
get some more of that? But there was no one to talk to about it. I didn’t 
have a guy friend that I could talk to about that with. While this was 
knowledge I couldn’t resist, I also did to want to do this at summer camp. 
I thought it deserved privacy so I took it home and discovered it and then, 
wow, that was opening the door, two, three, four times a day. The only 
time I’d stop was when I’d rub myself raw and then I discovered packing 
myself up in Vasoline and in a day or two, boy, it came back. What a 
resilient little organ.” 
 Once learned, either by personal experience or being taught by another, respondents 
discussing masturbation, attributed uses to their masturbatory practices. The pattern of uses in the 
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narratives are categorized as: (1) stress relief/health, (2) understanding what feels good/produces 
an orgasm, and (3) relief of sexual energy. Several participants viewed masturbation as important 
for the health of the body. Victoria (age 50) does not masturbate out of sexual desire but because 
she sees it as healthy, especially since going through menopause. Chloe (22) claims it helps her 
get a good night sleep and wakes her up to get on with her day. Others cited stress relief as the 
common factor in their use of masturbation. The second use of masturbation involved finding 
what feels good and what produces an orgasm. As previously noted, this is how Spencer (age 21) 
not only discovered what felt best but used it to find out that he enjoyed anal sex. Lynette (age 
28) argues, “If you don’t fuck yourself, how do you know what you like? I can tell you what I 
like and what I dislike because I take the time to please myself. I know what to tell a man when 
he’s doing it.” The same applies to Annette (age 39) who was only able to orgasm alone. Now 
she is able to use what she’s learned from masturbating to teach her partner to give her an 
orgasm. Finally, the third use of masturbation that came up in discussions involved the release of 
sexual energy. Kate’s (age 65) husband is impotent. At 65 she claims she becomes sexually 
aroused, as she always has, and masturbation allows her to release her sexual energy, 
“Sometimes I wake up with my hands in my pants.” If her husband was able to have sex, 
masturbation would play a much smaller role in her life. Jessica (age 48) also lives in a sexless 
marriage. In her case, her husband no longer has sexual desires. They sleep in separate beds and 
no longer attempt to be intimate with each other. She claims she doesn’t want to masturbate but 
she does because, unlike her husband, she still has urges. Aaron (age 24) doesn’t want to engage 
in sex with another person, “I find my own masturbation practices satisfactory.” 
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Fetishes: Concealed Sexual Identities 
 As stated, not transferring an internal desire to an external behavior tells us a lot about an 
individual’s sexual selfhood. Sometimes the fetishist will conceal their sexual ambitions in order 
to avoid stigmatization. John (age 47), for instance, is a foot fetishist but refuses to tell his wife 
about it for fear of being shamed by her. Instead, John conceals his sexual desire and exists as, 
what Goffman (2009) refers to as the normal deviant, despite the fact that he remains sexually 
unsatisfied in that position. According to John: 
I don’t know where my obsession with women’s feet began. I guess I 
don’t need to know. I remember when I was maybe six years old tearing 
the socks off the daughter of my parent’s friends just to see her feet. I 
don’t know why I did it, I just really wanted to. I have been obsessed ever 
since. 
John may not know exactly from where his fetish originates but he is aware of the conservative, 
heteronormative, Catholic environment in which he was raised. He has heard from others that 
fetishes, including foot fetishes, were deviant or “weird” sexual desires and behaviors. Pulling all 
those things together has led John to living with a concealed sexual identity. 
 Vihaan (age 26) does act upon his desires in public but still has a concealed identity. As a 
frotteur, Vihaan gets sexual enjoyment from touching people without their knowledge or consent. 
Sexual pleasure can occur from rubbing up against people at a crowded concert or the simple 
touch of a finger when handing something to someone. Unlike John, Vihaan does engage in his 
sexual desire but, like John, he does not publicly identify himself by his fetish. Vihaan has a 
hypothesis about the origin of his sexual proclivity: 
My parents were cold people. They didn’t give warmth to me, my 
brothers, or my sisters. There was almost never a touch, not a hug, or a pat 
on the head. Maybe that’s why I like touching people so much now. 
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He may realize the origin of his desire but he, like John, is aware of the high probability of 
stigmatization were he to make his sexual identity public.  
 Maggie (age 24) does not ruminate on the origin of her sexual proclivity but has high 
concerns about repercussions should she fail to perform successfully as a normal deviant. When 
living on her parent’s farm, she engaged in oral sex with deceased animals while she 
masturbated. It is an act that haunts her as much today as it arouses her. Long gone are the days 
of engaging in that particular sexual behavior but living with her concealed identity has made it 
almost impossible to form a strong, healthy relationship with a human partner.  
Fetishes: Public Sexual Identities 
 Not all people who have a sexual fetish conceal the desire or their sexual identity. Some 
individuals have healthy sexual relationships where they can freely engage in their desires or 
belong to lifestyle groups that make it possible for them to live out their fantasies with others. An 
equal number of respondents disclosed a fetish, of the eight (16%), four kept their fetish 
concealed with another four making their fetish public.  
Mason (age 22) has a diaper fetish: 
Mason: I don’t know where the diaper thing came in. I just thought 
wearing diapers was sexy and the idea of going to the bathroom in them 
turned me on.  
Interviewer: Do you believe you were born with some propensity for it? 
Mason: How can you be born with it? Born liking to go to the bathroom 
in a diaper? That wouldn’t make sense. 
Interviewer: So, would you say it was socially learned? 
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Mason: I don’t know. It had to be, wouldn’t it? But I couldn’t tell you 
when or how. 
Mason was transparent with his girlfriend about his fetish for diapers and, after a brief period of 
her taking it all in, she accepted it and helps him fulfill his fantasies.  
Interviewer: How does your desire to wear diapers and defecate and 
urinate in them play out in your sexual relationship? 
Mason: Well, ummm, usually I’m alone when I do it. I wear a diaper 
around the apartment until I have to go to the bathroom then I either piss 
or shit in the diaper. After that, I masturbate. I’ll do it sometimes when 
[girlfriend] is around. She cleans me up then we fuck.  
Interviewer: Are your sexual encounters different when you wear a 
diaper and she cleans you up versus when a diaper isn’t involved?  
Mason: Oh yes. I’m much more turned on when I go in the diaper and 
she’s involved.  
Interviewer: Is she turned on by it? 
Mason: I think she’s turned on that I’m turned on. She even wears diapers 
now. She doesn’t go to the bathroom in it though, she’s too lady-like. 
 Annette (age 39) has a laundry list of fetishes she engages in with partners without shame 
or hesitation. It was not always that way, however. She discussed the first time a partner 
suggested tying her to the bed as he pulled the ropes from a box beneath the bed, she was so 
offended she was “turned off.” Now, she says she wishes more partners would surprise her like 
that. Today, she is glad she feels she can be open about her fetishistic desires along with her 
public identity as someone who engages in fetishistic behaviors, because it has increased her 
sexual satisfaction. Continued exploration has ensured high levels of satisfaction, “A lot of my 
current desires and fetishes have come out of experiences I wouldn’t have guessed I’d enjoy.”  
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 Weeks (1995:4) regards sexuality to be the “magnetic core that lies at the heart of the 
national political and cultural agenda." Those who identify with having a fetish, either privately 
or publicly, have taken into account the social, political, and cultural agendas and what they say 
about fetishism. Those who hold their fetish to an internal desire do so under the influence of 
social control. Those who are open about their fetishistic desires are not concerned about 
consequences and may even be doing so in an attempt to normalize the fetish for themselves and 
others.  
Pornography-Related 
 Both origins of desire and socialization processes are established when an individual uses 
pornography as a sexual outlet or educational source. In the modern day, internet porn is a multi-
billion dollar industry offering users access to unlimited sexual experience and knowledge. 
Several respondents in the present research reported the primary source of their sex education 
coming from porn sites on the internet. They also discovered sexual acts, previously unknown to 
them, that served to fuel new sexual desires which, in turn, led to a change or enhancement of 
sexual behaviors. Some respondents reported finding communities in online porn that accepted 
their sexual lifestyles where their immediate social environment did not. In all, 38 respondents 
(76%) discussed having used pornography as part of a sexual outlet. 
 Lauren (age 28) turns to online pornography to discover sexual acts that are new to her. 
She attributes her open-mindedness concerning sexuality to her online presence and reading 
about the sexual experiences of others. In online porn, Lauren claims to have found acceptance 
for sexual behaviors that she had been socialized to socially repudiate. Lauren states that being 
161
open-minded, for her, is to “try the things my partner would want to try. If it turns him on, why 
not? Just try those things you see in porn.”  
   
Rape Fantasy 
 Even though an individual may be publicly open regarding their sexual desires, this does 
not mean that they will not experience difficulty finding a partner to satisfy that need or want. 
Not only does the individual proposing the sexual act risk stigmatization but the partner 
supporting the behavior also risks stigmatization by others. Patricia (age 23) enjoys playing out 
rape fantasy, wherein an individual fantasizes about playing out a nonconsensual, sometimes 
violent, sexual act, within consensual confines, but has difficulty finding male partners who will 
indulge her: 
I’m kinky. Willing to try anything. I like it rough. Push me around, slap 
me, choke me, if you leave a little bruise, it means you love me. I love it 
when it’s part of my rape fantasy. But it’s hard to find guys willing to give 
in to what I want. They are afraid they’ll hurt me — Hell guys, that’s what 
is getting me off. I think they are afraid of me telling someone they hurt 
me and they’ll get in trouble. I would even have the bruises to prove it. I 
think that scares them off. I think the whole #MeToo movement has really 
gotten into their heads.  
As Patricia notes, the partner supporting one’s rape fantasy is exposed to possible legal jeopardy 
for their involvement in the realization of the fantasy. Apart from that, however, is the question 
of why one would want to engage in rape fantasy. The male “perpetrator” may want to act out 
sexual aggression in a consensual arena but what about the female “victim?” What exactly does 
that tell us about one’s sexual self? With 31% of women reporting a desire for rape fantasy in 
2006 (Shulman and Horne 2006), a number that increased to 62% in a 2012 study by Bivona, 
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Critelli, and Clarke, rape fantasy is certainly a sexual desire to be noted, studied, and explained. 
The aforementioned 2012 study found that, of three theoretical premises: (1) Sexual Desirability, 
wherein a woman is of such attractiveness that men would have no control over their sexual 
response, was found to have moderate support, (2) Openness to Sexual Experience, or the 
expansion of sexual acts for variety sake, found the strongest support, while (3) Sexual Blame 
Avoidance, in which women avoid guilt, shame, or anxiety about consensual sexual acts by 
playing out sexual experiences in which they are forced to perform sex acts by another, was 
found to have no support despite being the prevailing theory. Patricia, in the present study, 
supports the finding of openness to sexual experience theory in the Bivona, et al., study.  
Anal Sex 
 Shifting symbolic meanings of socio-sexual engagements is rarely as obvious as with 
anal sex. Once considered to be a socially-unacceptable act as the meaning placed on the anus 
was one for the purpose of the expulsion of human waste materials to now where the anus is also 
viewed as a potential source of pleasure. Fahs, Swank, and Clevenger (2015) suggest that current 
studies on anal sex are “troublesome” as they (1) focus on men’s experiences while often 
ignoring women’s experiences, (2) contain sexual scripts that provide men in the position of 
initiating anal sex while holding women to a compliance position, and (3) anal sex, in terms of 
women’s experience, often has a rape emphasis rather than considering voluntary anal sex or 
pleasurable experiences. As far as the numbers, in studies, report on frequency, today, 20-30% of 
women in the United States report engaging in anal sex (Woodman-Maynard, Carballo-Diéguez, 
Ventuneac, Exner, and Mayer 2017) and the Center for Disease Control reporting 44% of men 
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and 36% of women engaged in anal sex, with the numbers being predominantly heterosexual 
(Chandra, Mosher, and Copen 2011).  
 Despite not enjoying anal sex, Michelle (age 37) does engage in it because she, not only 
wishes to please her partner, but she understands the shifting meaning of anal sex as a pleasure 
source. Michelle explains: 
There was a time when we were using different toys for anal stimulation 
but my husband and I did not enjoy that due to the “clean up” that was 
needed at the end. I told him that I didn’t like it and we stopped. And, let’s 
be honest, anal sex is not fun, comfortable or desirable for a woman. I do 
it because I know my husband likes it but I don’t get much out of it, other 
than discomfort the next day. My husband would be fine with us not 
having anal sex and would never hold it against me but I will offer it once 
in a while as a “treat” for him.  
But for other female respondents, such as Caroline (age 50) and Lynette (age 28), stimulation of 
the anus, whether with fingers, the penis, or tongue, is a tremendous source of pleasure that, not 
only heightens sexual satisfaction, but also increases the odds of experiencing orgasm.  
Threesomes (or more) 
 As with anal sex, the acceptability of individuals engaging in sexual activity with two or 
more people at a time is gaining greater acceptability as the meaning has shifted from being an 
act with the connotation of infidelity to a source of exploration and pleasure for those involved. 
Multiple partner lifestyle groups are more readily available and advertised to the public as they 
work to bring greater acceptance and normalization to multiple partner practices. A 2017 study 
by Herbenick, Bowling, Fu, Dodge, Guerra-Reyes, and Sanders found that in a sample of over 
2000 adults in the United States, 10% of women and 18% of men reported having had a 
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threesome, mostly citing the desire for experimentation in their sex lives. 28 participants in the 
study (56%) showed at least some interest in having a multi-partner sexual experience, whether 
they would act upon it or not.  
 Annette (age 39) has made the transition from infidelity to threesomes. In her narrative, 
she worked to normalize infidelity, “I am currently engaging in extra-marital coitus, so there’s 
that. And just about everyone I know that’s having sex has been doing it since long before 
marriage was even an option for them.” In the process of normalizing infidelity for herself, she 
found acceptance in having threesomes. Bringing another person into the activities with her and 
her partner does not include the negative feelings she may have had at one time in watching her 
partner have sex with another person.  
  
BDSM 
 The prevalence of people engaging in BDSM (Bondage, Domination, and 
Sadomasochism) changed dramatically with the publication of “50 Shades of Grey.” The series 
introduced people to BDSM, helped shape BDSM identities, and allowed for a greater social 
acceptance of those who chose not to conceal their BDSM identities (Leistner and Mark 2016). 
The popular series of books charged sexual desires and moved individuals toward enacting those 
desires which aided in stabilizing sexual selfhood. In a poll conducted by Marie Claire magazine 
in 2015, 85% of the respondents reported engaging in, at least, light BDSM.  
 Debra (age 22) grew interested in BDSM as a result of reading the “Fifty Shades” series. 
Her boyfriend, however, has no interest in BDSM activities. She is interested in being choked 
but he doesn’t feel he can do that to her, nor does he have that desire. Still the disjuncture in their 
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given sexual desires opens up the conversation, which Debra views as important in their 
relationship. Ben (age 22) begins each new relationship with “vanilla sex” then slowly introduces 
BDSM activities such as tying each other up. He claimed, as time has gone on, girls he dated 
have been increasingly more immediately open to being tied up.  
Sex Toys 
 The changing of socio-sexual scripts toward greater acceptability toward sex toy use has 
resulted in the increase of the use of sex toys over the past ten years after sharing a taboo 
category with so many other sexual activities. Now, the use of sex toys is, generally, considered 
as commonplace in today’s western world (Wood, Crann, Cunningham, Money, and O’Doherty 
2017). Mainstream use of sex toys was found to have a lifetime use of 52.3% in a sample of 
1408 Canadian adults, including the use of such toys as vibrators, dildos, anal beads, and cock 
rings (ibid). In the current study, only Caitlin (age 25) had an aversion to sex toy use, although 
she did not chastise those who enjoyed it. Caitlin’s reason was in consideration of her partner’s 
feelings: 
[We] used to try new things until settling into a routine of what my partner 
and I enjoy. I used to feel like I had to be more open in the bedroom. I 
don’t feel that way anymore, and just do what I’m comfortable doing. I 
personally don’t use any toys in sex because I feel my partner does a 
satisfying job during sex. I wouldn’t want to add toys and have him think 
he doesn’t. But it’s different strokes for different folks. Whatever people 
need to do to have a satisfying sex life with their partners should be okay 
as long as it is consenting. 
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 Chelsea (age 32) professes that sex toys are the most important element in her sexual 
satisfaction, “I like to use toys in all circumstances. I like to intensify the experience.” The use of 
sex toys is also important in the sex lives of Michelle and her partner: 
Yes, we use vibrators, dildos, and cock rings. We have tried anal beads 
but they are not a favorite for us. I enjoy toys and I think they add some 
fun and excitement to the whole experience. 
And Caroline (age 50) considers sex toys to be a necessary component of the sexual experience 
between her and her husband: 
I love my dildo when my husband and I play. I think, for me, a lot of it is 
fingering, finger play, oral sex, and toys. Those are the things that are the 
“ramp up” to my orgasm. Then the actual penetration is the culmination — 
the finale. 
Vanilla Sex 
 Not all participants in the study discussed adventurous sexual behaviors or used toys to 
compliment their sex lives. Some respondents (6%) discussed “vanilla sex,” sexual activity that 
is considered, by participants or others, to be bland when compared with other sexual forms. 
Vanilla sex is seen as a sexual lifestyle, in and of itself, or as a starting path to becoming more 
sexually adventurous. At times, the term “vanilla sex” is attributed to sex lives that are deemed as 
boring by others or when one partner is not being satisfied. For instance, in a 2011 study on 
sexual scripting, by Mitchell, Wellings, Nazareth, King, Mercer, and Johnson, a male participant 
referred to sex with his partner as “vanilla” when his partner refused to engage in verbal fantasy.  
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 Juanita (age 20) considers her sexual behavior to be “vanilla” even though she does have 
“some kinky thoughts.” “I’m pretty much vanilla sex,” she mentions while explaining that it’s 
her comfort zone.  
Finding Empowerment in Sexual Behaviors 
 In society, sexual representations are gendered and promote male superiority and control 
over females (Murnen and Smolak 2012). Several women, in the current research, detailed the 
discovery of their empowerment through positive sexual behaviors. Madison (age 37) talked 
about suffering from low self-esteem in her youth. She found validation of her self-worth in 
acting upon her sexual desires. She found that she could control the actions of men and prove her 
desirability through their responses to her sexuality. She found empowerment particularly 
satisfying when she could control the sexual appetites of older men. Karla (age 52) discovered 
the power she exhibited over men when, at 17, she had her first sexual experience. “I felt very 
empowered by his attentions and his desire for me,” she announced. “Since then,” Karla notes, 
“I’ve done a lot of different types of sexual exploration and it’s all fine and good.”  
 Finally, Michelle (age 37) brought emotion into the mix with sexual behavior. 
Empowerment, for her, is the ability to orgasm and she cannot orgasm without an emotional 
connection: 
Many times during intercourse, I would not orgasm because there was no 
emotional connection to the person. I need to feel emotionally connected 
to someone in order to orgasm.When I orgasm, it’s not only emotional, it’s 
powerful. I feel powerful. 
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Promiscuity 
 Promiscuous behavior has a complicated history with social normativity and social order 
in connection with gender differences. Promiscuity, the act of having frequent and indiscriminate 
sex with a variety of others, has been studied not only in sociological terms but also in cultural 
and biological anthropology. Darwin (1878) explained how promiscuity had a necessary 
reproductive function in both the animal kingdom and among humans in terms of sexual 
selection. For males, reproductive success, in light of competition of other males, depends upon 
breeding with as many members of the opposite sex as possible. Reproductive success for 
females involves being highly selective and bonding to a male that they believe will insure 
continued reproductive success. Therefore, for humans, it is incumbent upon men to be 
promiscuous while women maintain monogamy. This idea fit nicely into the Victorian ideals of 
Darwin’s time. But Darwin had data that suggested that females, both in the animals kingdom 
and in humans, do engage in promiscuous behavior. Darwin did not report this information in 
order to adhere to Victorian sexual ideals, in which there was socially acceptability for men to 
have multiple sexual partners, but was not the case for women. Similarly, Clelia Mosher 
interviewed 45 women in the late 19th and early 20th century concerning their sexuality. Mosher 
found that women of her time were not the prudes they were supposed to be; they did have 
sexual fantasies and desires, they had orgasms, they enjoyed sex with their partners, and they 
thought sex should be enjoyable for both sexes. The Mosher study was neither completed nor 
published in any form, most likely due to the prevailing sexual norms of the time and the friction 
such a report would have caused (Seidman 1989).  
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 In today’s society, a sexual double-standard serves to dictate allowances for, and control 
over, who exhibits a promiscuous set of behaviors. In the sexual double-standard, men are 
rewarded for having multiple partners of the opposite sex and perceived to be successful, the 
higher the number, the greater the reward and perception of success. Women, on the other hand 
are dissuaded from acting outside of monogamy, those who do are deemed to be “sluts” (Barash 
and Lipton 2001). Marks and Fraley (2005) conducted a study of 144 undergraduates and another 
8,080 people from the internet wherein attitudes of respondents were elicited concerning 
examples of people who claimed to have had multiple sexual partners. Following their analysis 
of the responses, Barash and Lipton concluded that the sexual double standard does not actually 
exist. The authors admit to strong limitations to the study, including statistical power and 
generalizability issues, but remain firm to their findings. In fact, Barash and Lipton suggest that 
the study should move beyond whether or not a sexual double standard exists to why the sexual 
double standard is fallaciously ingrained in social circles. Findings in the current study 
contradicts those of Barash and Lipton. Many of the participants, of all sexual and gender 
identities, mentioned the sexual double standard by name or by example. Lynette (age 28) spend 
a considerable amount of time discussing the sexual double standard in both her original 
interview and in the follow-up. She makes a point of discussing it as often as possible in order to 
make others understand that it exists and the negative impact it has on people, “If you’re a 
woman you’re not even supposed to talk about [sex]. Too easy for them to be considered a “ho" 
but a man is considered a “player” and it looks good for them. It’s a sexual double-standard. 
Women like sex just as much as men, we just can’t talk about it. We can’t show it.” 
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 With social controls, such as the sexual double standard, in place, just how promiscuous 
are men and women in the United States? As reported by Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and 
Michaels (1994) the National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS) conducted a survey of 
over 3000 people ages 18 to 59 about, among other things, the number of sexual partners they 
had. It is important to note that in surveys, such as these, men may have the tendency to raise the 
number of sexual partners they have had, thereby showing a higher level of success, and women 
may have the tendency to lower their number out of shame or fear of the judgment of the 
researchers. That being said, the NHSLS survey found that 3% of both men and women reported 
to having zero partners, 20% of men and 31% of women had a single sexual partner, 21% of men 
and 36% of women reported 2-4 partners, 23% of men and 20% of women had 5-10 partners, 
16% of men and 6% of women had 11-20 partners, and 17% of men and 3% of women had 21 or 
more sexual partners. These findings would support the idea that women, largely, either adhere to 
monogamy or indulge in fewer multi-partner sexual experiences than men. Since the 1990s, the 
National Health Statistics Report (NHSR) reported survey results of over 13,000 respondents 
regarding the number of sexual partners respondents claim. 
Table 1: Promiscuity 
(Chandra, Mosher, and Copen 2011) 
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In Table 1, a steady decline exists in the number of sexual partners men claim to have while 
claims by women, of the number of sexual partners, is on the rise.  
 In the current study, without being prompted, eight women (16% of the total sample) 
discussed leading a promiscuous lifestyle in at least one period of their lives. Five of those 
female respondents claim to be currently promiscuous; of the other three, two are married and 
currently monogamous and one is celibate. Only one male respondent in the study acknowledged 
being promiscuous in the past but was currently monogamous, largely due to chronic impotence.  
In the interviews for this study, three categories of promiscuous behavior emerged: (1) one-night 
stands, (2) marital infidelity, and (3) the swinger lifestyle where couples meet, often at an 
organized event, to share in sexual experiences. The colloquialism hooking up is not included 
with one-night stands as the term has multiple meanings, not all in terms of sexual activity. Bogle 
(2008) conducted interviews with current students and alumni from two different universities 
regarding the idea of hooking up. While some of her participants responded that hooking up 
involved sexual activity, some thought it involved everything but having sexual intercourse. 
Hooking up could involve everything from sex to simple kissing, leading Bogle to determine that 
hooking up and one-night stands are not synonymous. In agreement with Bogle, the current study 
does not refer to hooking up when discussing promiscuity or one-night stands.  
 Caroline (age 50) revealed that she had one-night stands during the time she was an 
undergraduate and in graduate school but adds the clarification of not being promiscuous by 
design: 
But I didn’t plan on them being one-night. It was a person I wanted to 
date kind of thing. And so I didn’t think I went into all of that with the 
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idea that this is someone I don’t ever have to see again so I can do 
whatever I want.  
With the connotations of promiscuity being largely negative as they are in society, respondents, 
like Caroline, felt the need to account for her actions and make a distinction between her 
behavior and promiscuity. In doing so, Caroline was involved in symbol manipulation. For 
Caroline, symbol manipulation distances her from being viewed by others as promiscuous. Other 
respondents that did not have an issue with being seen as promiscuous, manipulated the symbol 
to reflect a positive attribute.  
Sexual Aspirations 
 After all the discussion regarding the components arising from social interactions that 
were integral in the development of sexual selves, respondents often turned to talking about their 
sexual aspirations. Those who did not bring up the topic of sexual aspirations on their own, were 
prompted by the interviewer. Conversations of sexual aspirations required the participant to look 
back on where they had come from sexually, where they are presently, and where they expected 
to go from this point in their lives. The process this involves is not dissimilar from Markus and 
Nurius’ (1986) notion of future possible selves, wherein the individual constructs an image of a 
future possible self by first considering their past and their present, then weighing the positive 
and negative aspects of their selves, before constructing an ideal image of self that is possible in 
the future. The individual is then motivated to move toward that idealized self. For 44% of the 
participants in the current project, answering to future sexual goals and aspirations proved 
difficult. In that percentage of the sample, either no answer was given or respondents answered 
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by stating they had no sexual aspirations. Upon further examination, reasons for non-responses 
included: (1) discomfort with the question, (2) unwillingness to communicate sexual aspirations 
with their partner, thereby nullifying sexual aspirations, and (3) current comfort with their sexual 
selves and no desire to change. Faaria’s (age 57) describes her sexual self as being based in 
tradition and her religion, neither of which will change, therefore, neither will her sexual self. 
 In a 2008 worldwide study by Mulhall, King, Glina, and Hvidsten, of 6,291 men and 
6,272 women (N=12,563), attraction to partners, foreplay, intercourse, and the ability to achieve 
orgasm was considered to be most important in the sex lives of study participants. Of all 
respondents, 43% men and 42% women reported to be very satisfied with their sex lives. 
However, 30% men and 17% women reported they were interested in actively improving their 
sex lives. The researchers concluded that improving sex lives was a goal amongst these 
respondents.  
 Often, sexual aspirations for participants in the current study involved an improvement in 
their sex lives: four respondents mentioned wanting more sex, six respondents discussed wanting 
to begin including sex toys in their sexual encounters, seven respondents believed future goals 
that would improve their sex lives would include exploration of fantasies and being more open to 
sexual experiences, and six respondents (all female) talked about working to have threesomes or 
involving multiple partners in their sex lives. Interestingly, all respondents who mentioned 
wanting to include multiple partners in their currently monogamous sex lives bemoaned the fact 
that they had no idea how to accomplish such a desire. 
 Rick (age 25) was one of the respondents who revealed he wanted to employ sex toys in 
future sexual encounters, “Toys to me would just change the sexual experience. Like I said, sex 
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should be fun, so why not use toys.” Debra (age 22) was one of the participants reporting they 
wanted a threesome in their sexual future, “I see myself pretty open sexually. I like to 
experiment. I feel confident in my own sexual self and I’m open to how I’ll change sexually in 
the future.” Michelle (age 37) is currently planning for a future that involves others, despite not 
knowing “how to go about doing it.”  
My husband and I have been talking a lot about this lately. My sexual 
aspiration would be for us to find another couple that we can engage in 
sexual relations with. I would like for my husband to be having 
intercourse with me, while I kiss the other women and she be receiving 
intercourse from her partner. Or, just playing with another couple that 
involves all four of us. 
(Michelle, age 37) 
 Other sexual aspirations also involving improvement over individual’s sex lives, included 
Bradley (age 48) who “wants to have sex for as long as possible without a little blue pill.” And, 
conversely, Charles (age 70) just wants to “be able to get an erection again.” Jessica (age 48) 
wants to find satisfaction. Mary (age 67) looks forward to “always becoming more playful 
sexually.” Mark (age 22) wants to lose his virginity within a loving relationship. Finding a stable, 
trusting, long-term partner was a common aspiration for participants that were single. Annette 
(age 39, divorced) wants to expand her sexual knowledge and experiences but believes she 
requires a special person in order to go forward with that: 
I want to find a committed partner. I’ve been single and dating around for 
a few years now. I’m definitely interested in finding someone that I fully 
trust. I want a partner that is consistent. Then I can plan for expanding my 
knowledge and pushing for better sex. I have plenty of fantasies I want to 
try, but it has to be with the right guy. 
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Lauren (age 28) is searching for a spiritual future with the right person, “I probably want a 
spiritual relationship with someone. Like, have Tantric sex and all that. I really want to get into 
that. They say you can have an out-of-body experience with that. And I want that. What else? 
Just really good orgasms, I guess.” 
 Some respondents wanted to work on some aspect of themselves, away from future 
sexual desires coming to fruition. Joan (age 27) said, “I want to be more confident in myself. I 
have self-confidence issues about my body. I would personally like to be more confident.” Not 
only does Spencer (age 21) want to explore power dynamics more in BDSM but “I also want to 
work on my gender and feel sexuality as a woman does — not a man. I don’t want to feel like a 
guy having sex.” And Sam (age 70) is looking to overcome issues of aging by compensating for 
age and ability, “There are new variables to deal with, such as, I used to love drunken sex now 
it’s difficult in old age. I’m unable to orgasm when I’ve been drinking.” 
 All these respondents are looking for an improved future sexual self. All believed those 
future selves were possible and most had some grain of a plan on how to achieve the idealized 
selfhood. Only Don (age 29) proudly believes he had reached a state of full achievement once 
the process of transforming from a man to a woman was complete, “Everything has been 
achieved. I’ve achieved every single one of the things I wanted to achieve sexually.” Don may 
very well learn eventually that gender may be ascribed but it is not an achievement. It’s possible 
that Don’s process, at the age of 29, is only just beginning. 
 Three respondents did not think directly of themselves when considering sexual 
aspirations, they thought of others. Chelsea (age 32) wants to help others, “ I want to do 
rehabilitation counseling where I would be able to provide guidance and therapy for people who 
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have gone through sexual assignment surgery and who need to transition.” Kevin (age 35) is 
“still striving for better understanding of others’ sexuality without it getting too muddled in 
political correctness.” And, finally, Ashley (age 24) sees her future possible self as an advocate, 
“I want to be a sexual advocate for women. I want to help women.”  
Conclusion 
 Several studies over the past decade have offered varying definitions of sexual self-
concept including everything from a multi-dimensional construct of all an individual’s negatives 
and positives that make up their sexual being (Antičević, Vesna, Nataša Jokić-Begić, and Dolores 
Britvić 2017) to one’s sexual esteem to one’s sexual satisfaction (Rostosky, Dekhtyar, Cupp, and 
Anderman 2008). What the various authors have correct is that an individual’s sexual self-
concept is a construct. Where the authors fail in their definitions is the seeming omission or, at 
the very least, a lack of focus on factors connected specifically to an influence of social 
interaction. Studies, like that of Rostosky, et al. (2008), ask respondents about their direct 
feelings and do not specifically ask about the influence of others in those feelings of self-
concept. The current study asks about findings in the narratives of participants in the study 
regarding their sexuality and how these claims lead us to conclusions about sexual self-
construction. Conclusions about one’s sexuality is not solely, or even partially, dependent upon 
the feelings or ideas of the individual. The influence of others and the social interaction one has 
with their social environment is essential, for, as has been demonstrated, the social environment 
is responsible for the feelings and sexual ideas of the individual, along with the meanings 
attributed to all things sexual. In this way, the premises of Blumer’s (1968) account of symbolic 
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interactionism provides an apt framework by which to study and explain sexual selfhood and its 
developmental processes.  
 Blumer’s (ibid) three premises that lay the foundation of symbolic interactionism include: 
(1) humans act toward things based not he meanings they ascribe to those things, (2) the 
meanings are derived through social interactions that one has with others in society, and (3) 
meanings are handled and modified within an interpretive process by a person in dealing with 
things they encounter. Sexual self-construction rests on the meanings research participants 
ascribe to sexual matters in their life. The meaning one placed on virginity, amongst a variety of 
meanings of virginity, signified a fundamental way one conducted their sexual life which, in turn, 
provided a trajectory in sexual self-development. Meanings on the anus has changed over time 
from having a solely biological function of waste expulsion to having the potential to be a source 
of sexual pleasure. Such shifts in meanings alter the existence of new sexual desires and sexual 
behaviors, all of which change the dynamics in sexual self-construction. Particular fetishes have 
found more mainstream acceptance, such as foot fetishism which was once considered somewhat 
taboo. Still, despite the growing acceptance of this fetish, participants, like John, still suffer from 
his adherence to past meanings on foot fetishism instead of the social renegotiation that has taken 
place. John’s unwillingness to negotiate or renegotiate the meaning placed on his particular fetish 
reveals a hindrance of his sexual self-development through a process of self-shaming (to be 
discussed more fully in the next chapter). Through the analytic process of grounded theory, 
patterns surfaced by which categories could be established, answering fundamental questions of 
the current research regarding which patterns and categories would emerge from the data. In each 
of the categories presented in this chapter, the meanings placed on the topics, by respondents 
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providing their narratives, were instrumental in revealing the sexual self-construction process of 
each participating individual. Each of these meanings were derived from social interaction, 
whether it be during the earliest socialization process through agents of socialization or current 
interactions with friends, lovers, or generalized others.  
 Understanding sexual self-development is dependent upon understanding the social acts 
of individuals. The narratives provided to this study are rich in the social acts of individuals and 
others of influence. Even in terms of the sexual mechanisms of the internal environment of 
individuals, social acts of others are shown to play a role, such as in the case of an individual 
learning and making considerations about sex from watching online pornography. Even when 
studying the behaviors of humans, it is imperative to understand the internal source of the 
behavior. And while there are common sexual characteristics shared by people, the narratives 
also provide unique sexual traits and experiences, but, it must be noted, that all participants, 
despite their similarities and differences, are self-reflexive individuals shaped by their social 
environment. Each research participant is a social being, engaged in social interaction, shaped by 
their social surroundings and socially-dictated meanings placed on things, and motivated through 
their socially-influenced internal mechanisms — and that is the crux of their sexual self-
construction.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE ROLE OF SHAME AND STIGMATIZATION IN  
SEXUAL SELF-CONSTRUCTION 
  In Victorian times, women who displayed that they possessed sexual desires risked being 
stigmatized and potentially incarcerated (Gagnon 1977; Miller and Adams 1996). Prior to the 
work of Alfred Kinsey in the 1940s, rarely would anyone admit to masturbation, as it was 
deemed a highly stigmatizing and shameful act (Kahr 2008). Studies in the modern age continue 
to show the deep impact shame and the threat of stigmatization has on individuals, whether the 
issue is shame and stigmatization with sex workers (Wong, Holroyd, and Bingham 2011; Tomura 
2009), natural bodily functions, such as menstruation (Johnson-Robledo and Chrosler 2011), 
masturbation (Kaestle and Allen 2008), sexually transmitted diseases (Cunningham, Kerrigan, 
Jennings, and Ellen 2009; Waller, Marlow, and Wardle 2007), birth control (Sales, DiClemente, 
Rose, Wingood, Klein, and Woods 2007), sexual victimization (Hlavka 2016; Kennedy and 
Prock 2016), reproductive health (Kumar, Hessini, and Mitchell 2009), sexual behaviors 
(Bezreh, Weinberg, and Edgar 2012), or issues within the LGBTQIA+ community 
(Hequembourg and Dearing 2013). Those with sexual health issues frequently deal with ideals of 
shame and stigmatization when seeking medical assistance from doctors and nurses 
(Cunningham, Tschann, Gurvey, Fortenberry, and Ellen 2002). Social dictations of shame even 
seep into the private worlds of individuals’ minds when sexual fantasy occurs (Kahr 2008). 
Suffice it to say, shame and stigmatization have long been connected to matters of sexuality.  
 Goffman is noted for his groundbreaking work on stigma. Goffman (1963:3) defines 
stigma as “an attribute that is deeply discrediting.” However, what causes one person to be 
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stigmatized in one situation can be viewed as normalcy for another person. For instance, a 
conservative, republican may be stigmatized by his conservative-minded friends for attending 
liberal events. But liberals who attend such events are not stigmatized. Therefore, liberal events 
are neither crediting or discrediting, in and of themselves. In the sexual realm, couples who 
attend swinger events and engage in sexual activity with other couples may be stigmatized by 
others who frown upon the lifestyle, yet those in the swinger community embrace those who are 
part of the community. One of the reasons swinger or BDSM communities exist is because they 
provide a welcoming refuge from a society that stigmatizes the sexual practices of those 
interested in BDSM or multi-partner sexual activities. Stigma is what Goffman (ibid:4) calls a 
“special kind of relationship between attribute and stereotype.” Shame is a negative, painful 
emotional response to being stigmatized by others or recognizing a stigmatizing attribute within 
one’s self. Shame results in an individual feeling worthless or powerless (Schalkwijk, Stams, 
Dekker, Peen and Elison 2016). The sense of worthlessness often becomes attached to the 
person’s sense of self. Therefore, in a direct relationship, shame is an emotional reaction brought 
on by a stigmatizing, or discrediting, event. In the case of self-shaming, the individual perceives 
that a particular attribute they possess is one that is generally discredited in their social 
environment.  
 While shame is an emotional acknowledgement that one or more attributes of an 
individual is perceived by that individual to be attributes that are socially unwanted and 
potentially discrediting, the shameful attribute must, however, be one that is seen by the 
individual as an attribute they can see themselves as not possessing (Goffman 1963). In other 
words, Goffman suggests that in recognizing the possession of a discrediting attribute, an 
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individual is, at the same time, considering themselves as a version of themselves that does not 
possess the discrediting attribute. Falk (2001:13) offers, “All societies will always stigmatize 
some conditions and some behaviors because doing so provides for group solidarity by 
delineating ‘outsiders’ from ‘insiders.'” Persons in the LGBTQIA+ community are often held 
apart as “outsiders.” Holding others apart as “outsiders” can evoke emotions, such as shame, in 
members of the outsider community, particularly when the stigmatization comes from more 
intimate others, such as family members.  
 The state of being sexually different is laid out by Plummer (1975) in a set of logical 
premises that is demonstrative of sexual self-development, while showing the placement of 
shame and stigma in the process: (1) Humans are born with the capacity for sexual response and 
experience, (2) Humans are born into a social realm in which sexual meanings have been 
historically constructed, (3) The process of becoming a sexual being is a socially learned process, 
(4) Humans learn what is and is not sexual, as well as, what constitutes a sexual experience, 
through an social interactional process, regardless of their physical or psychological framework, 
and (5) sexual meanings, in interaction, are always emergent and potentially problematic, but 
sexual stability is still a possibility. It is in the deviation from the socially learned sexual 
meanings that brings the likelihood of stigma and shame to bear.  
 One of the original questions within this work is: What role does stigmatization and 
shame have in the construction of sexual selves? Thirty-eight respondents (76%) discussed 
elements of stigmatization and shame in their narratives. Through a grounded theory approach, in 
which theory is inductively derived and a theoretical formulation is acquired (Strauss and Corbin 
1990), a constructivist process is uncovered, in relation to stigmatization and shame: (1) agents 
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of stigmatization produce (2) feelings of shame regarding particular (3) sexual activities or 
desires that create (4) sexual barriers that can involve a suppression of sexual selves resulting in 
what some deem to be (5) the living of an incomplete life or (6) an avoidance of particular sexual 
behaviors. Shame is discovered to be activated by certain social contexts shaped by larger sexual 
ideologies. Shame and stigma, then, has consequences by which individuals engage in strategies 
to avoid or mitigate the consequences.  
Socially Constructed Influences of Stigmatization and Shame 
 Most often, within the narratives of research participants, shame and stigmatization were 
tied to agents of socialization, such as family, teachers, classmates, and religious leaders. Spinoza 
(2001) claimed that emotions, as an internal state, could not be devoid of external sources. If 
shame is to exist, an external originator must be evident. Agents of socialization provide 
adequate source material, as an influencing factor, from which shame can be derived (Kemper 
1987). And if such external factors are instrumental in the production of shame, via social control 
and stigmatization, then shame is a product of social construction. Lupton (1998:15) suggests 
that an emotion being viewed as socially constructed means that the emotion is “always 
experienced, understood and named via social and cultural processes.” Bringing shame into the 
framework of symbolic interactionism, Harré (1986) expresses that emotions or emotional 
responses are not spontaneous, they are always something we do rather than something we have. 
Parents were addressed, in this study, as being a source of feelings of shame or stigmatization 
more than any other agent of socialization with 12 of 38 (31.6%) respondents, in the current 
research, reporting negative feelings of sexuality being attached to the influence of their parents. 
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Agents of Stigmatization 
Parents 
 Shame that was the outcome of youthful play was cited by several respondents. The 
shame was not confined to their days of being a child, but remained with them well into their 
adulthood, often still existing to this day, demonstrating socialization to be a life-course process. 
Respondents discussed being shamed by a parent for behaviors the respondents, as children, did 
not realize had sexual connotations. It would be the first time sexual meanings were put on 
actions of their childhood and, at the same time, had negative feelings attached to it. Joan (age 
27) told the story about putting Ken and Barbie dolls together, naked, in a drawer. Once the dolls 
were discovered by a mother of one of the girls, the girls were shamed. Yet, the sexual meanings 
were not the same for the children as they were for the mother. Mead (1934) suggests that in 
play, children are merely imitating roles they witness in their immediate environment. In another 
example of play amongst boys: 
Ken: My brothers and I used to rough house. We had a little game we 
called “Slap Dick,” or something like that. We would run up to each other 
and… well… slap their dick as hard as we could. Boys do shit like that 
(laughs).  
Interviewer: How old were you when you were playing this game? 
Ken: Oh, we were young. Six to ten, I suppose. Anyway… we were 
playing Slap Dick one day and our mother walked in and saw what we 
were doing. She was so angry.  
Interviewer: Why was she angry? 
Ken: She said it was inappropriate. She made it out to be some kind of 
gay thing. Anyway… she yelled at us for a long time and then didn’t 
mention it again. It always stuck with me. 
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Interviewer: Why? 
Ken: It does… when your mother yells at you about hitting other guy’s 
dicks and thinks it’s a gay thing. 
Interviewer: Shaming? 
Ken: Oh god, yes! What was worse was when she stopped talking about 
it. I didn’t want her to talk about it but, when she shut up, I worried about 
what she was thinking about it. 
(Ken, age 52) 
In these cases, there is a differentiation in placement of meanings of sexuality between parents 
and children. Play, however, was not always occurring when there was parental intervention. In 
most cases, there were behaviors being acted out that were understood to be sexual by the young 
people that led to the enforcement of negative feelings by a parent: 
I remember discovering masturbation and my mother actually walked in 
on me one time. After that I was sure to lock my door. But, I can still see 
her face. I still can’t shake the horrible feeling of the way she looked at 
me.  
(Mark, age 22) 
[My parents] found out me and my boyfriend, at the time, were having 
sex and they freaked out on me and said if I got pregnant they wouldn’t 
help me whatsoever. And then I got on birth control behind their backs 
and they found out and basically gave me the same speech. 
(Juanita, age 20) 
I got in trouble [by my mom and dad], when I was a kid, for humping the 
floor when I was four. I’m still embarrassed. 
(Andrew, age 22) 
My mom freaked out on my friend and me when she walked in and 
caught us kissing each other. It felt good and I didn’t think we were doing 
anything wrong. She got mad and told us that we were too young to do 
stuff like that and that it was wrong. She made me feel ashamed. She 
never talked to me about sex, then she chastised me when she found out 
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about me being involved with guys. I was never comfortable with my 
mom because of it.  
(Chelsea, age 32) 
Long-term negative effects of parental reaction are noted in these examples. Andrew, at the age 
of four, was most likely not understanding his actions as sexual; he was merely acting on 
something that was pleasurable to him. But Chelsea, Mark, and Juanita did understand the 
meanings placed on their behaviors and were meant to be ashamed of their actions, with those 
negative feelings continuing to the present day. Mark, being a virgin, discussed masturbating 
regularly and being still haunted, when he masturbates, by the look on his mother’s face; it is a 
look he interpreted as stigmatizing. Mark’s experience transferred masturbation as a non-social, 
independent act to an interactional experience given his mother’s intrusion and influence. 
 In Karla’s (age 52) household, sex was considered, in and of itself, to be shameful. Sex 
was, under no circumstances, a topic to be broached. Growing up, she had many questions about 
sex but was not permitted to ask them. Her inability to talk about sex or express herself, in her 
youth, led to what she declares to be “a great deal of emotional damage to both myself and 
people I’ve been with.” Lynette’s (age 28) family and community went to a further extreme by 
placing labels on specific behaviors, such as wearing red or engaging in oral sex with a man 
made a girl a whore. The shaming in sex, such as in Karla’s case, is particularly destructive as 
shame carries a distinctive meaning that does not necessarily exist with other potentially 
destructive emotions. Most emotions have an active component to them, for instance, crying 
arises from or is associated with sadness. Shame does not have such an externally active 
component, instead, it leaves an individual with an inability to respond or engage in interaction; 
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this inability is one that is sensed by the individual. The individual is held to the internal 
mechanisms of deeper and more intricate self-reflection (Katz 1999).  
 Debra (age 22) and Kevin (age 35) have been aware of the possibility of stigmatization 
which would alter the relationship they have with their parents. Debra worries about the reaction 
of her family, should she reveal her bisexuality, “I’m still afraid to tell my family. My mother has 
a tendency to side with her boyfriend and he doesn’t see bisexuality as legitimate. He believes 
you’re one or the other.” Kevin claims he struggles with a constant fear of his parents finding out 
about his sexual preferences. Family is important to him and he believes his parents would 
discontinue their relationship with him should they find out about his sexual desires.  
School 
 After parental reactions to sexuality, the second most cited agent of socialization 
inspiring sexual stigmatization and shame came from the school system in teachers and 
classmates. This is not surprising with young people spending a considerable amount of their 
time outside the household at school. School can often be a harsh environment for those who live 
counter to the approved norms of the institution or the culture within it.  
 With poor impression management skills, Robbie (age 31) had difficulty hiding who he 
was sexually at school. Unable to socialize in the character of Goffman’s (1963) normal deviant, 
with his inability to present himself as masculine, brought on bullying, stigmatization, and a 
general exclusion by his fellow classmates:  
Nothing was easy for me. I could look all manly but couldn’t act it. I 
didn’t come out in school but everyone knew. I couldn’t hide it. I acted too 
feminine, all the other kids saw it. I was bullied even though I was bigger 
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than the bullies. They knew I wouldn’t fight. I couldn’t fight. The girls 
knew not to waste their time on me and the boys wanted nothing to do 
with me. I was pretty lonely. 
 Fellow classmates were cruel to Jessica (age 48) as well. During an after school activity 
in early middle school, a prank was played on Jessica: 
The older kids talked me into taking my clothes off. At first I didn’t want 
to so they started to make fun of me. I did it but it wasn’t supposed to be 
just me, it was supposed to be the other kids too. I was the only one who 
did it. I had my clothes off when we got caught and I wasn’t allowed to 
play with them anymore or be part of the activity anymore. I was the bad 
influence and I cried and cried and cried because it was not my idea. I 
didn’t like doing it. I didn’t like doing it. But it was what everyone was 
supposed to do. I felt uncomfortable. I was made to feel I was the one who 
was wrong and naughty. I didn’t feel like I had a normal sex life since that. 
It all got tied up with me being naked that day.  
 A scandal involving a classmate getting pregnant kept female classmates of Mary (age 
67) in line through fear. The stigmatization of the pregnant high schooler led to the eventual 
expulsion of the young woman. Mary explained the fear she shared with her female classmates, 
“You did not want to get pregnant in high school. It was shameful. It would ruin your life. She 
became a pariah.”  
 Lauren (age 28) continues to feel shame for something she does not directly remember 
when she was in kindergarten. Her mother often imparted the story, along with the imposition of 
shame, of how Lauren, when she was in kindergarten, would have to be shut up in a closet by 
herself, away from the sight of other students, during nap-time. The reason for the separation was 
because Lauren would play with her genitals in her sleep. Lauren’s mother continues to shame 
her daughter for something that happened in childhood, despite its non-applicability to Lauren’s 
adult self. Lauren tells her mother’s story: 
188
My mom got called about it and had to come in. They all agreed that I 
would have to nap in a closet. My mom still talks about it. She just wants 
to embarrass me about it. Even after all this time. I don’t remember it. 
Religion 
 The final agent of socialization commonly associated with feelings of shame was 
religious leaders and membership. The teachings of individual’s religion cast feelings of shame 
through vilification of sexual lifestyles and behaviors that strayed away from the ideal of sex 
within marriage and for the purpose of procreation. Not following the religious tenets, regarding 
approved sexual behaviors, could result in the stigmatization or exclusion of the offender. Lauren 
(age 28), at one time, felt constrained by the teachings of her church: 
Lauren: I’ve only been able to talk about being pansexual recently. 
Interviewer: What brought about that change? 
Lauren: I’m just more open to things. More open-minded, because I was 
very close-minded to a lot of things because I was a Christian. I thought 
[sex] was just so bad and I hated [non-heterosexuals], but now I don’t see 
it that way.  
Interviewer: Would you say Christianity was a barrier to you being the 
sexual person you are? 
Lauren: Umm, definitely. Because they tell you it’s bad. They tell you 
masturbation is bad when that is just ridiculous. Because it’s not bad. It’s 
not hurting anybody. I don’t see it as hurting God or anything. I think that 
is stupid.  
 In defining particular sexual behaviors as “bad,” religious members of society are 
invoking social control and extending to others what are socially acceptable behaviors. Deviant 
labels are imposed on those who do not adhere to the social bonds of conventional society 
(Hirschi 1969), in this case, under violation of the word of God. Lauren was not the only 
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participant to be told that many sexual behaviors were “bad.” Ashley (age 24) explained why she 
lived for so long without talking about sex, “We were Catholic. My friends would talk about 
[sex] and I was like ‘Oh, that’s bad. Those are bad kids.’” Again, the label of “bad” defines what 
runs counter to generally acceptable social behavior. Such labels serve to publicly identify an 
individual as a deviant, or in the religious realm, a sinner. Ashley’s story supports Becker’s 
(1963) outsider notion; societal rules and laws are constructed (in this case religious laws based 
on the word of God) and act to label those in violation of said laws as outsiders (sinners in the 
church). The label of outsider carries with it a damaged social identity and social consequences. 
The idea of “what is good” and “what is bad,” in terms of sexual behaviors, indicates who is a 
deviant, outsider, or sinner and, therefore, who deserves to be stigmatized.  
 Lauren and Ashley may have distanced themselves from their sexual religious instruction, 
but Faari (age 48) remains firmly committed to the tenets of Islam, including the strict rules of 
sexuality. According to Zina, the legal determinant of lawful sexual behavior, even public 
handholding is banned between non-married couples. When Faari’s caught her roommate at 
college in her bedroom with a male student, Faari felt it was her duty to stigmatize her roommate 
and publicly shame her. Faari believes, when it comes to matters of sexuality, it is important for 
everyone to “police each other,” thereby upholding her religion’s social control: 
It’s like with sex outside of marriage, it’s part of your obligation to remind 
that person by telling them. So, in that situation you judge that person and 
stigmatize them when they are different than your belief systems. 
  
 Self-shaming is evident when Lynette (age 28) talked about her relationship to God, one 
that was defined and fostered by the church, “I made a vow to God that I wasn’t gonna have sex 
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until marriage. I broke it on Valentine's Day. I beat myself up about it. It took me a while to get 
over the fact that I broke a vow to God. I still battle with it.” In self-shaming, Lynette realized the 
social implications of what she had done and understood her transformation from an insider to an 
outsider, a good person to a sinner, and took it upon herself to impose the consequence of 
shaming. 
Sexual Behaviors 
 Sexual behaviors were commonly associated with respondent’s associations with 
stigmatization and shame. After all, any sexual act with another person is readily open to public 
scrutiny. Sexual desires are easily hidden if they are never externalized, but once the desire is 
vocalized or acted upon, stigmatization and shame is possible. Participants in this research study 
were all aware of sexual normativity in their immediate environments. They are also aware when 
their sexual desires and proclivities deviated from accepted sexual norms, thereby, threatening 
social structures. Individuals are not dispassionate about this, as they place importance on their 
place in social structures and the social roles in which they are embedded (Franks 2003). Martin 
(age 49) sheds some light on the issue: 
People are afraid to talk about their sexual desires, their fantasies, their 
fetishes, and their past history. They’re afraid to do that. It’s not an 
illegitimate fear. It is a legitimate fear because you don’t know how other 
people are going to react. Stigma is very real. You see it in the news many 
times: “Guy comes home and finds his wife with another man and shot 
him.” or “Girl confessed that she had an abortion and got the crap beat out 
of her.” It’s a real fear. People do go the wrong way. But how do we 
address that? How do we open the conversation? 
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 Other respondents echoed Martin’s questions when they imparted their sexual behaviors. 
Abby (age 30) has barriers against those who are not comfortable with their sexuality, 
particularly when it comes to having a conversation about what she likes sexually. She became 
upset as she talked about it: 
I can’t deal with the potential stigma in the lack of openness. I can’t stand 
the push back when I open up the conversation about what I want to do. 
I’m surprised that people don’t want to discuss what they want from their 
relationship. 
  
 Potential stigma keeps Kevin (age 35) from voicing his desire to have a threesome, “I 
would like to have group sex but most partners that I have had would not be willing. I think it 
would cause issues if I asked or brought it up.” For Chelsea (age 32), the desire to be with 
multiple partners at once has been difficult, or had the potential of difficulty, for her 
relationships, such as friendship and familial bonds. Chelsea explains: 
I have had some people who don’t understand how I can be comfortable 
with being with more than one person, but I am happy and all my 
partners are too so I don’t let it phase me. But the judgement I get from 
people prevents them from really seeing who I am and it prevents me 
from being able to really bond with them and have a good friendship. I 
haven’t fully told my mom about my lifestyle because I feel like she 
would feel awkward about it and around me. I think she has an idea but I 
feel like it might be too much for her, which prevents me from being able 
to be fully open with her. Maybe my mom doesn’t need to know that 
much. 
 Petra (age 42) was a young woman living in Bosnia during the Bosnian War in the 1990s. 
She talked about civilians having to spend most of their days inside their homes because of the 
dangers of being outside in the streets. “There was no electricity, most of the time, so no radio or 
television. You can only talk for so long. There was nothing to do, so we had sex a lot to not be 
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bored.” Petra described. Petra explained that everyone was having sex and it held no meaning 
apart from a momentary relief from boredom. Coming to America and experiencing American 
attitudes on sex was eye-opening for Petra, “Sex had so many meanings. People were so much 
more stigmatizing about sex in the United States than in Bosnia.” For the first time, according to 
Petra, she feared opening herself up sexually to anyone. The only change was that she came to 
America. Petra’s narrative reveals a significant shift in cultural attitudes between war-torn Bosnia 
and everyday life in the United States. As such social and cultural distinctions are contingent 
upon shifts in time or place, social constructionism is evident (McCarthy 1989).  
 Victoria (age 50) discussed the unhealthy state of her first marriage. Victoria cites the 
psychological abuse of her first husband sexually shaming her when she would suggest a sexual 
activity: 
Victoria: I would bring something to him and he didn’t know how to deal 
with it. Instead of saying, “I don’t know how to deal with it.” he would 
make fun of me. So, it introduced elements of shame.  
Interviewer: How did you deal with this? 
Victoria: Not very well. It hurt my feelings and there were a couple times 
when I asked for things and he went along with it then after it was over he 
made me feel like… he didn’t make me feel anything… but the way he 
behaved afterwards or the things that he said, ummm… I felt ashamed of 
what we had done or there was something wrong with me or bad about me 
for wanting that. 
 Chloe (age 22) understands that others feel sexual shame but claims that she does not. 
Even when she was known to be promiscuous in school, she was open and proud of her sexuality 
and didn’t concern herself with the attitudes of others or potential outcomes of their judgement. 
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She does, however, know first-hand how the fear of stigmatization affects others when she said, 
“No,” to a sexual partner who revealed that he wanted to engage in diaper play with her: 
He was scared. I was the first person that he told and he made me swear 
not to tell anyone about it, never tell a soul, because he was so worried 
that if it got out everyone would think he’s a weak and then his only 
choice would be to kill himself, which is horrifying to think about. 
Stigma is a formidable stressor. For gender and sexual minorities, alone, the rates of suicide 
ideation are higher than the general population. Despite limited data regarding suicide rates in 
the gender and sexual minority population, recent reports show that 28 - 47% of this population 
have experience suicidal ideation and 20 - 42% of the gender and sexual minority population 
attempt suicide in their lifetime (Williams, Frey, Stage, and Cerel 2018).  
 For the fetishist, thoughts of being stigmatized are often at the forefront of sexual 
contemplation. Fetishism, in and of itself, presents a special problem for those who acknowledge 
having a fetish. Social sexual scripts often declare fetishism, in any form, to be unacceptable by 
the very nature of the word itself, both understood and misunderstood. It is a word Pietz (1985:5) 
refers to as having “sinister pedigree.” In being labeled a fetishist, the individual is perceived by 
others as “different” or “weird.” To be viewed as different, sexually, is to identify someone as 
one who does not have “normal” sexual interests. That individual, therefore, can be stigmatized 
for breaking the normativity of generally accepted sexual scripts in society.  
 John (age 47) fears being stigmatized for his foot fetish so much that he has been unable 
to tell his wife of 20+ years that he cannot be sexually satisfied without the inclusion of her feet 
in their sexual activities. Lynette (age 28) is open about her obsession with anilingus (oral 
stimulation of the anus) but is stigmatized by her friends for her sexual proclivity, “My friends 
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and I got on the topic of eating butt. I’m for it, I like it. Of course they are like, ‘Oh, you eat butt. 
You’re nasty!’” Sexual stigmatization does not just add stress to relationships, it can have 
broader implications such as with housing and employment. Vihaan (age 26) switched jobs, 
partially due to complications resulting from his frotteurism. While most frotteurists can be 
aroused by touching people without the other person having knowledge of what is occurring, the 
behavior does not always go unnoticed. Vihaan tells the story of what occurred at a former place 
of employment: 
Vihaan: I had an old job where I think someone thought I was doing it. 
She didn’t say it to me but she stopped talking to me and kept her distance. 
We were friendly before that. I was ashamed. I left that job soon after. 
Interviewer: Because you were ashamed? 
Vihaan: I left for another job that gave me more money but a little bit 
because of that. 
 Caroline (age 50) discussed her changing attitudes on fetishism over time: 
Caroline: If someone I was sexually active with brought up a fetish, 
hmmm, in the past I probably would have laughed at him. Deal broken. I 
would probably have shamed him. But that’s changed. Now, I’d figure 
something out. There wouldn’t be any shame.  
Interviewer: What changed? 
Caroline: I’ve learned more about these things. 
 Meanings are constantly negotiated and renegotiated within interactions amongst 
members of society. While fetishism, as a word and label, maintains that “sinister” connotation, 
many fetishistic behaviors have garnered more mainstream acceptance. For example, foot 
fetishism is generally more acceptable as a harmless fetish, but because it carries the signifier of 
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fetish, it remains categorized as a desire or behavior that differs from sexual normativity and, 
therefore, those labeled as foot fetishists still risk being shamed, as John is well aware. 
Homosexuality 
  Stigmatization has served a special role in the stigmatization of lesbians and gays.  
Plummer (1975:175) wrote: 
Homosexuality in this culture is a stigma label. To be called a 
‘homosexual’ is to be degraded, denounced, devalued or treated as 
different. It may well mean shame, ostracism, discrimination, exclusion or 
physical attack. It may simply mean that one becomes an ‘interesting 
curiosity of permissiveness’. But always, in this culture, the costs of being 
known as a homosexual must be high. 
There have been many positive changes in the attitudes concerning the lesbian and gay 
community since Plummer wrote this in 1975, and yet, it would be difficult to validly argue 
against any of what Plummer wrote as still being true in the present day. Faari (age 57) notes that 
the way people in the LGBT+ community are treated is better in America than in her homeland 
of Indonesia, but still claims that stigmatization is a serious problem in the United States, 
nonetheless. She talked about the environment for the LGBT+ community in Indonesia: 
Yeah, it’s very stigmatized in my country. Some new laws, not enacted yet, 
will prohibit LGBT activity. It will be part of a criminal action. For now, 
you’ll be excluded and stigmatized. Exclusion is bad for these people. 
They can’t interact with other people. It’s difficult to get a job.  
 Mary’s (age 67) husband understood the negative attitudes that people harbor on the topic 
of homosexuality. When Mary told her husband that she wanted a divorce, his tactic to ruin her 
life was to accuse her of being a lesbian publicly and shamed her for it. “He started calling 
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people we knew and telling them I was a lesbian. “Mary said, “That really hurt because he knew 
I wasn’t. If I was a homosexual person, I would own that.”  
 Rick (age 25) lives with a public and concealed identity as a bisexual. He is very careful 
whom he reveals the fact he also enjoys the sexual company of men: 
I am not insecure about being bisexual, but it is something I do not share 
with people unless prompted. Everyone assumes I am straight or, 
otherwise, does not say what they really think to my face. My family 
would not approve of me being bisexual. To them, it is either you are 
heterosexual or you are gay. So, only some close friends know I am 
bisexual.  
 Mark (age 22) discussed growing up in a religious environment that denounced 
homosexuality. “I was raised to believe anything aside of heterosexuality was a sin,” Mark said. 
As a bisexual, he worried about the fact that he was attracted to men and how that played into the 
lessons he was being given about homosexuality being an act, by which, those engaging in it 
would be damned to hell after this life. “I felt as if God hated me for being different from my 
family,” he described his inner turmoil.  
 For Aaron (age 24) it was a process for him to gain enough confidence to present his 
sexual self publicly. Aaron explains: 
I have always had an interest in naked men. I thought nothing of it until 
middle school. My schoolmates had a bad opinion of LGBT related issues. 
I went through a period from 12-14 where people whispered about me 
being gay, so I dated girls in an attempt to prove them wrong, but that 
ended disastrously and thus I stayed in the closet until I was 18 and in 
college, and I haven’t doubted myself since. I’m indifferent when talking 
about my sexuality. I’m neither comfortable nor uncomfortable, but I’m 
not going to deny it or hide it because other people think they have a right 
to impede on my life because they think it’s wrong. I can and will do it. 
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 “Coming out” as gay is a purely interactional process that expresses widespread 
dynamics in both the internal and external realm. The implementation of social controls against 
homosexuality, and the potential resulting consequences, have made it difficult for individuals in 
the LGBT+ community to openly express their identity. Those considering coming out know the 
negative consequences that may be facing them. Depending on their environment, they may 
experience loss of resources or rejection from family and friends (Heatherington and Lavner 
2008), social exclusion, violence, or even death. Even when there is no stigmatizing event 
associated with coming out, the individual may, in the tradition of Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass 
self, perceive, via one’s imagination, judgement being silently offered by those to whom they are 
coming out. It may be wholly imagined, but the individual, understanding social sexual 
normativity, may imagine such judgement and proceed to engage in self-shaming. The entire 
process of coming out has much to offer sexual self-construction. Coming out develops either a 
positive sexual self, in which one can live and identify happily as being gay or lesbian, or one 
lives as a sexual deviant with all the negative consequences that go along with being negatively 
labeled as gay or lesbian. In deciding to remain closeted, the individual hinders the development 
of their sexual self and lives as Goffman’s (2009) normal deviant. 
First Experiences 
 First sexual experiences with another person can produce a wide variety of feelings, some 
positive, some negative. In the current project, feelings of shame were often associated with first 
experiences. First experiences carry significant weight in sexual self-development as it is the first 
time an individual moves to public sexual interaction with an intimate other. Anna (age 19) 
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proudly claims that she no longer feels shame within her sexual relationships but that was not the 
case in her first sexual experience: 
The first time I was ever fingered was sophomore year of high school, so I 
was 15. He was my boyfriend, it was in my basement on the couch while 
no one was at home. I was sort of shocked. He wasn’t forceful, per se, but 
I didn’t exactly give my permission. In fact, I stopped him at first. He told 
me to just try it, so I relaxed a bit and tried it out. I felt weird but it also 
felt so good. He did it for a while, maybe 5-10 minutes and then I stopped 
him. Afterwards, I felt a strong sense of guilt and shame. I didn’t feel good 
about it at all. I was young and dumb.  
 Rick (age 25) had his first sexual experience with a male friend in the basement of his 
parent’s house when he was 14. During the event, he likened it to playing video games, but 
afterwards worried about others finding out, realizing the stigmatization that would follow. Like 
Rick and Anna, Caitlin (age 25) had her first experience with another in the basement of her 
parent’s house while they were away: 
The first time I was ever sexual with another person was when I was 16. 
My boyfriend, at the time, was 17, and I gave him a blowjob in the 
basement of my parent’s house. I don’t remember what I was feeling 
during the act but after I felt a mixture of satisfaction and feeling gross and 
shame.  
 Victoria (age 50) was much younger than Caitlin when she had her first sexual experience 
with another. Victoria was in fifth grade. The experience was limited to kissing and breast 
touching but the negative feelings were the same: 
At the time it kind of freaked me out. I thought it was a bad thing to do. 
Which is not to say that I was not a willing participant, but I felt guilty 
about it. It felt a little bit weird. By the time I was in fifth grade, I knew 
what sex was, maybe not all the mechanics of it, but I knew I was 
engaging in a sexual behavior and I was ten years old. I felt like I was 
probably young to be doing that and I knew none of the parents would 
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approve. I knew I was doing something that, if I got caught, I would be 
punished for sure and that his mother, for sure, would think bad of me.  
Sexual Double-Standard 
 Historically, one of many systematic controls, by men, on women’s sexuality was the 
notion that men who were sexual active with multiple partners were to be lauded, while women 
who were perceived, either actual or real, to be promiscuous were to be shamed. This concept 
became known as “slut shaming” or “the sexual double-standard.” While, by no means, the 
origin of a sexual double-standard, Stephenson (2018) traced the idea back to the 19th century 
using Sara Baartman (The Venus Hottentot) as a subject. Baartman was taken from South Africa 
to Europe by a wealthy landowner to perform erotic dance. Stephenson details the slut shaming 
Baartman experienced in her rise to fame. She was “labeled as hypersexual, as immoral, as 
uncivilized, and unladylike,” according to Stephenson (2018:171). Stephenson’s study acts as a 
call “for the erosion of the double-standard and […] that it’s every human’s responsibility to 
respect women as human beings and sexual beings” (ibid).  
 Conversely, Papp, Hagerman, Gnoleba, Erchull, Liss, Miles-McLean, and Robertson 
(2015) found, in 308 participants between the ages of 18 and 25, that a reverse sexual double-
standard exists. According to the findings, male “sluts” were judged more harshly and there was 
also severe judgment against those who were shamers, especially when shaming women. In the 
current study, the sexual double-standard, in it’s original definition, was discussed at length by 
participants. At no time was there evidence to support the findings of Papp, et al.  
 Faari (age 57) was especially animated when discussing her objections to the sexual 
double-standard, despite the fact that much of her interview used her religion to support it: 
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Virginity is important! Sex in marital relations is the one considered 
normal so virginity is part of a very important part of it — but emphasis 
is women. Focus more on women. It’s not fair.  
  
 Lynette (age 28) was simply enraged by the concept: 
Women like sex just as much as men, we just can’t talk about it and we 
can’t show it. People gotta be open and understanding. People get caught 
up in what’s normal and how things are supposed to look. You gotta break 
through them people, “No! This is not okay!” Can’t change it. People are 
just naturally judgmental. You would have to get people to stop being 
judgmental and get out of “what is considered normal.” Gotta stop 
stigmatizing! 
When Patricia (age 23) lost her virginity, she worried about what would happen if people found 
out. The fear of being slut-shamed ruined the experience for her. She noted that it was unfair that 
only she had to worry about others finding out and being shamed, whereas, the boy she lost her 
virginity to would “probably end up being carried around on everyone’s shoulders as they 
celebrated him.” 
Virginity 
 One of the meanings Carpenter (2005) notes as an attribution to virginity is that of 
stigma. For girls, loss of virginity can be a stigmatizing attribute that causes the individual to 
hide it and resume life as a normal until such a time when the attribute is not longer stigmatized, 
such as when the individual is older, rather than when they are teenagers in high school. Boys 
may lie about no longer being virgins until a time when they lose their virginity. Of course, in 
either case, the individual risks being discovered and having the additional stigma of being a liar 
added to their discreditable attributes. In Carpenter’s study, she notes that participants 
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stigmatized for their virginity status experienced a transformation from what their actual 
identities were to what they wished them to be, then, once the stigma was relieved, an additional 
transformation was perceived wherein virginity shifted to having a rite of passage meaning.  
 Mark (age 22) struggles with his virginity. It is his wish to lose his virginity but he fears 
being stigmatized for who he is sexually. He battles the religious instruction he received and the 
attitudes of family and friends, all of which denounces his sexuality. It’s a vicious circle for 
Mark. The fear he feels prevents him from openly expressing himself to others or potential 
partners, all of which keeps him from losing his virginity. 
 As previously mentioned, Patricia’s (age 23) first sexual experience was unsatisfactory 
due to the fear of being shamed for losing her virginity: 
He was on top of me pumping away and I couldn’t enjoy it. All I could 
think about was what would he tell everyone the next day. Were people 
going to treat me different? Was everyone going to hate “the slut?” What 
happens if my parents would find out? How was Dad going to deal with 
it? Would I have any friends left? When you have all these things spinning 
in your head, you aren’t going to like having sex and you are never going 
to come. At least all the worrying made me ignore the pain of popping my 
cherry, so that’s something.  
   
Masturbation 
 Self-sexual gratification produces a curious anomaly; while most individuals masturbate 
(Tenga 2016), masturbation is targeted as a behavior to be stigmatized, leading individuals who 
engage in it to be shamed by others or found in the position of self-shaming. Annette (age 39) 
recalls feeling “very ashamed” about masturbating for much of her life. Despite knowing about 
masturbation in her early teens, the shame of wanting to do it kept her from actually touching 
herself until she was 17 years old. There is much that people learn about themselves through the 
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act of masturbating: (1) they learn what feels good to them, (2) they learn how to touch 
themselves properly and, in turn, can teach others to touch them in ways that most effectively 
arouse them, and, (3) via fantasies they have during masturbation, they mentally catalogue what 
turns them on. It is what Plummer (1975:59) refers to as “the clearest example of self-initiated 
socialization.” Without this masturbatory process there is a hindrance to learning these things 
and, therefore, a hindrance in the development of sexual selfhood. For Annette, the process was 
put off until she was 17 years old. Anna (age 19) described touching herself as feeling good but, 
at the same time, “weird” because she had been told it was wrong. She worried constantly about 
people finding out because she couldn’t handle the shame if they did. Rick (age 25) says that 
masturbation was something never talked about, when he was growing up, except to say it was 
wrong. When he would touch himself, the stigma surrounding it caused him to feel “disgusted 
and ashamed because it was morally wrong.” Melanie (age 26) was conflicted between her own 
feelings about masturbation and the pressure of friends, “As a teenager, you wondered “Maybe I 
shouldn’t talk about it, maybe it’s not something I should be doing.”” Melanie considered in 
moments of self-shaming. Friends, however, pressured Melanie to masturbate while 
simultaneously shaming her for not owning a vibrator. For Caroline (age 50), the stigma of 
masturbation came from movies: 
When I was younger, I discovered that there could be some pleasure there 
but I didn’t do it very often because I heard in movies, not my parents or 
religion, it was in movies I heard that dirty people… bad people 
masturbate. They talked about it in a very shameful way. 
 Waskul and Anklan (2019) were concerned by the level of sexual angst female 
participants in their research study revealed regarding masturbation with vibrators. Feelings of 
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shame were associated with vibrator use even though most of the participants believed owning 
and using vibrators fit within a normative framework. The researchers attribute this irony to 
women often being unable to openly interact with other women about using vibrators and, 
thereby, maintaining notions of stigma and self-shame when left to their own devices. It is open 
communication about sexuality that opens the avenues of sexual development. In interaction, 
individuals connect with others and negotiate the sexual scripts.  
Orgasm 
 In many interviews, shame was first noted post-orgasm, especially in narratives about 
masturbation. Justification of sexual behavior was often evident through the pleasure of the 
situation and with the goal of orgasm. But once orgasm was achieved, the reality of what had 
occurred, at times, inspired negative feelings immediately or in retrospection soon after the 
experience. Spencer’s (age 21) had his first sexual experience with his girlfriend at 17 years old. 
Despite his girlfriend having some prior sexual experience, their first time was described as 
awkward with the condom being too small. The issue, for Spencer, was his orgasm: 
I had a lot of anxiety about orgasming, actually. It’s still something I’m 
barely getting over. It’s very hard to allow myself to orgasm in front of 
another person. I felt a lot of pressure to. It’s very intense and I felt very 
vulnerable. A little bit of insecurity about it. It’s a shaming experience. 
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Infidelity 
 Social normativity, across most cultures, includes a denouncement of infidelity. Having 
sex outside of a committed relationship often carries the weight of social stigmatization and 
negative feelings, whether or not one is discovered to be involved with a person other than their 
significant other. Caroline (age 50) was raised in an environment where her father was known to 
be involved with women other than her mother. Following the divorce, Caroline lived primarily 
with her mother who vilified Caroline’s father’s sexual behaviors. Despite the negative 
connotations about infidelity that Caroline was socialized in, she was not swayed from behaviors 
similar to her father while feeling the guilt from the lessons she had been given about cheating 
on partners. Caroline claims that, for a long time, she was affected by her father being unfaithful. 
In one instance, she recalls her feelings after going on dates with another person while her 
boyfriend was out of town: 
I felt like I was just continuing the legacy of cheaters. That bothered me. I 
felt like I was a bad person — which meant that I felt like my dad was a 
bad person, I guess. When my boyfriend found out, he said, “Well, 
everybody knows who you are. Everybody knows what kind of person you 
are.” So, it made me paranoid that everybody thought I was this bad 
person, because I’d done this. Even though lots of people had done that. 
So, a lot of judgement placed on me. God, I don’t even like thinking about 
all of that! 
Trauma 
 Traumatic events for persons victimized by sexual assault rarely ends for the victim when 
the occurrence is over. The criminal justice system and some members of society can contribute 
to a revictimization of the person attempting to transition to survivor status. Victims of sexual 
assault are sometimes stigmatized for something they did not consent to, even by intimate others. 
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The fear of victim blaming by friends, family, the justice system, or the perpetrator often holds 
victims back from reporting incidents of sexual violence. Sable, Danis, Mauzy, and Gallagher 
(2006) found that both female and male victims of sexual violence fail to report assaults for fear 
of being stigmatized and shamed through victim blaming. While it is not possible to get an 
accurate number on how many sexual assaults go unreported, RAINN believes that the number is 
approximately 3 in 4 sexual assaults go unreported.  
 Sable et al., surveyed 215 college students (54.7% female and 45.3% male). Table 2 
indicates the reasons respondents to the survey chose not to report sexual assaults.  
Table 2: College students’ perceived importance of barriers to reporting rape and sexual 
assault for female and male victims 
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 Shame appears at the top of the list for both women and men. In the current study, 
Lynette (age 28) is not a stranger to these feelings of shame and fear of being stigmatized. 
Lynette experienced victim blaming when those closest to her questioned what she had done to 
contribute to the assault when she was raped outside a bar. Even more so, when friends learned 
of her desire to find her attacker again, seduce him, and have sex with him consensually, because 
she believed this would negate the original rape, they no longer provided support believing she 
wasn’t taking the assault seriously. She believes she was victimized twice, first by the rapist and 
then by those people closest to her. Eventually, she fell silent and proceeded through her life 
keeping her feelings to herself.  
  
Body-Ideal 
 What constitutes a beautiful body is an acculturated perception in society. Anything short 
of ideal body expectations can be met with shame through others or self-shaming. Such 
stigmatization serves to undermine individual’s claims to normality (Goffman 1963). In fact, one 
of Goffman’s three types of stigma refers to considerations of perceived bodily defects. In 
America, the glorification of fatty foods and fat shaming of individuals provides a direct conflict 
between the meanings Americans put on food and the negative reactions to those who act on 
those meanings (Griffin 2016). 
 Sam (age 70) was driven by being body-shamed to becoming an international male model 
for a period of time. As a child, however, his body was not perceived as one that was ready for 
the international stage. Sam explains: 
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I was fat. I had breasts ahead of all the girls and that was a source of 
enormous shame and embarrassment and confusion. Not a happy camper, 
internally. There was fighting when a guy would make fun of my jiggle, if 
I thought I could beat him up. There would be more shame if I walked 
away if I couldn’t. I’d put on a t-shirt in the summer in the pool to be less 
obvious as if it could do anything. But I learned through the rejection. I 
learned a lot through the shame. Learned a lot from going from 
undesirable to desirable.  
 Even a natural bodily process as menstruation can be met with shaming when meanings 
of ugliness are placed on it. Mary (age 67) reflects on how her mother’s stigmatization was a 
primary source of the shame she has carried with her throughout her life. The shaming began 
when Mary started her first period: 
Everything was supposed to be so modest and private that even something 
like [menstruating] was shameful. Everything became shameful, my 
sexuality, my sexual thoughts… It’s why I didn’t even think about it. I was 
on a farm, [sex] was about animals, not human beings. Shame came to 
mean everything. I was shamed for reading “Valley of the Dolls.” [Mom] 
wanted to burn it. I don’t even remember the contents of the book, just 
mom’s disapproval. And it all started because I bled. Isn’t that odd? 
 Apart from being ashamed of one’s naked body out of an understanding of societal 
restrictions to public nakedness, shaming out of perceived bodily defects, by the self or others, 
holds individuals back from developing their sexual selves through social interaction. From 
blemishes to biologically natural functions that are considered to be unclean and should be kept 
private, such as menstruation, how individuals perceive their bodies and how they perceive that 
others view their bodies, real or imagined, has a dramatic effect on the decisions made regarding 
sexual self-construction. 
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Self-Shaming 
 As noted in several of the previous categories, shaming is not always the result of the 
stigmatization of others; sometimes the individuals, themselves, are the source of the shaming. In 
as much as shaming by others plays a role in the regulation of social behavior, it also works to 
regulate one’s self, in that the individual understands the social norm of conduct and self-
shaming becomes a monitor for acceptable conduct. Self-shaming pairs with, what Hochschild 
(1979) calls, feeling rules — the breaking of norms relegates the person to feeling a certain way, 
such as shame. It is, as if, in Mead’s “I” and “Me,” the "me" was utilizing shame to negotiate the 
behavior of the “I.” In instances where sexual behaviors are acted upon, in the absence of others, 
such as with masturbation, there are no others to directly stigmatize the behavior. If shame 
occurs, it emerges from the internalization of social normativity and the individual imposes the 
negative consequences on their self. At times, the shaming is apparent in retrospection of past 
actions to prevent the same behaviors from being acted upon in the future. Such preventative use 
of shame is evident in Melanie’s (age 26) narrative, “I’ve had sexual encounters I shouldn’t have, 
then I slut-shame myself and I’m like, ‘You dumb-ass!’” 
 Other participants also used self-shaming to prevent themselves from engaging in sexual 
activities that are risky or would be stigmatized by others. By shaming themselves, they are 
looking to avoid being shamed by others. Lauren (age 28) wishes to have a monogamous, long-
term relationship, “In the future I definitely don’t want to sleep around. It just doesn’t make me 
feel good.” And, despite her desire for sexual acts such as extreme bondage and pussy torture, 
she realizes that those acts may “make [her] feel disgusting.” A sense of self-loathing is used to 
hold those acts to internal desires and not actualized behaviors. Kevin (age 35) also engages in 
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self-deprecation of himself to prevent being stigmatized by others. Often, during his interview, 
he discussed how he was disgusted by his sexual desires and keeps them to himself for fear of 
the reactions of potential partners. And Maggie (age 24) uses shame in an attempt to get on with 
her romantic and sexual future. Now that she no longer has the opportunity to act out her desires 
of giving oral sex to dead animals, she has imposed a sense of shame upon herself, since her 
parents were not aware of her behaviors and did not have the opportunity to provide her with the 
negative feelings. Maggie believes that shaming herself will put her past behind her and make it 
possible to have a stable relationship with someone one day.  
 Victoria (age 50) uses self-shaming to prevent herself from discovering what sex would 
be like without the inclusion of alcohol or drugs. Victoria became sexually active at the same 
time she started drinking at a very young age. Alcohol and drugs gave her confidence to pursue 
increasingly more risky sexual behaviors. Since becoming sober, with the help of Alcoholics 
Anonymous, she has developed a fear of sex based on her not knowing what sex would be like 
without alcohol, “All my sexual history has been linked to drinking. So, I don’t know what sex is 
like without all the other stuff, I just don’t know.” 
 Self-shaming occurs when sexual desires and behaviors run contrary to understood sexual 
normativity, without the judgment of a stigmatizing other at hand. This occurs whether in 
reflection, absence of an other in the present, or consideration of future action. Self-shaming both 
hinders the development of a sexual self while providing emotional punishment. 
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Fear of Others 
 In revealing one’s innermost sexual desires or acting upon those desires, one risks being 
stigmatized by those in their immediate environment, which creates a wide-range of possible 
problems, including: feeling shame, exclusion, or loss of friends, partners, reputation, even 
employment. The very nature of shame is associated with isolation from others, including when 
an individual is in an active relationship with another (Katz 1999). It is no wonder that there is a 
fear of the reactions of others when displaying one’s sexual selves. Shame places an individual in 
a fearful state, one they cannot easily run or hide from, for their perception is that their 
stigmatizer is omniscient (ibid). To hide from shame is particularly difficult when the person 
being shamed and the person shaming is one and the same. In prevention of such possible 
outcomes, several respondents acknowledged that they sheltered their sexual selves, hiding away 
who they are sexually. 
Juanita (age 20) relayed a common concern about worrying what sexual partners would tell their 
friends: 
I don’t truly let go or let that person completely in. I guess I am just really 
self conscious about what I’m doing or what I look like. A part of me 
thinks, too, that if I don’t do something as well or look a certain way, the 
guy is going to run off and tell all his friends about it. 
 Kevin (age 35) worries about the reactions of everyone, including those he has yet to 
meet. The anxiety about revealing himself sexually is a constant source of anxiety for him. He 
worries about his parent’s reaction if they were to hear of his sexual predilections, which mostly 
involves group sex. He worries about expressing emotions or detailing his sexual past to women 
for fear of their response. He also worries about generalized others in his immediate community, 
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afraid he’ll be viewed as a “sex deviant.” Instead of risking stigma, Kevin chooses to hide away 
his true sexual selves, never displaying his authentic self to potential partners.  
 Jessica (age 48) came to fear others after a boyfriend began to shame her for his imagined 
perceptions that she was flirting with others. Not only would he punish her by shaming her in 
public but he went one step further in his punishment. As Jessica explains, “Any thought he had 
that I was flirting he would threaten to have anal sex with me. I would cry! I’d say, ‘You’re 
punishing me, you can’t punish me!’” The punishments this boyfriend leveled on Jessica caused 
her to fear the reactions of all her future partners. In time, she would come to shame anyone who 
wanted to have anal sex with her in an attempt to show dominance.  
Stigmatizing Others 
 While most respondents discussed being victims of sexual stigmatization, or fear of 
victimization, a few participants in the study took the position as the shamers. As previously 
reported, Jessica (age 48) went on to shame others who have a predilection for anal sex, due to 
her being punished by a former boyfriend with threats of forcing anal sex on her, demonstrating 
shame as a contagion. The other three respondents acknowledging they engaged in stigmatizing 
others were all male. Oliver (age 56) may not care about what couples do in the privacy of their 
own homes, but any public display of homosexuality is to be “called out as wrong on the spot.” 
Oliver’s parents were intolerant of the LGBTQIA+ community and that was the environment in 
which Oliver was socialized. Social learning in the socialization process is concerned with the 
influence of agents of socialization (Gagnon and Simon 2009). In Oliver’s case, the influence of 
intolerance was passed on from parents to son: 
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Interviewer: What is your position on gay marriage? 
Oliver: I’m against it. Marriage is one man and one woman. And… 
ummm… they’re not like us, you see. But don’t get me wrong, this isn’t a 
hate thing. 
Interviewer: What is it then? 
Oliver: Some of it is in the Bible, some of it is just right and wrong.  
 Carson (age 39) stigmatizes his own partner for wanting to have anal sex. He often tells 
his partner that he is “gross,” “disgusting,” and “sick” for wanting anal sex. Despite continued 
talks on the subject, Carson holds tightly to his position: 
Carson: We have talked about it. We still talk about it, I guess. He knows 
where I stand. 
Interviewer: Is he fine with? Is he sexually satisfied?  
Carson: We do lots of stuff. He likes other things. He’s not satisfied as far 
as anal stuff goes but I think we make it up with other things. If it was 
really a problem for him, I think he’d leave. 
 Andrew (age 22) claims to regularly, and proudly, stigmatize others for what he considers 
to be “weird” sex: 
Interviewer: What is “weird” to you? 
Aaron: Anything gay. Anything not normal, you know, animals and feet 
and butt stuff and whipping each other. How can they do that? How can 
that even feel good? Don’t they know it’s weird? Then I think, “They must 
get something out of it.” Gross, how could they? 
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Talking About Sex 
 Problems with stigmatization and shame were not limited to physical sexual behaviors. 
Just talking about sex was enough to bring on negative reactions and feelings. It was rare, in the 
current study, that respondents did not broach the topic of being made to feel shame or feeling 
stigmatized by others for bringing up the discussion of sex, whether it was with a partner or 
asking questions as a curious child. Mark (age 22) refuses to discuss sex, even with partners, for 
fear of repercussions, especially when it involves his sexual desires. Dirty talk in sexual 
situations is difficult for Lauren (age 28) as it involves trust issues for her; 
Dirty talk has always been kind of funny. I mean, I’m not against it or 
anything. I’ll do it, but in a way, I feel embarrassed doing it. I just think 
it’s funny, um, opening up to people sometimes can be very hard for me. 
Um, especially because I have a lot of trust issues. It’s hard for me to 
trust people. I really have to trust the person and feel comfortable because 
a lot can go wrong with dirty talk. It can really come back and embarrass 
you. 
 In one instance, however, Rick (age 25), the stigmatization surrounding talking about sex 
was the source of excitement: 
I think it was the lack of sexual talk in my conservative house growing up. 
It seemed to be something that was to never be talked about at home, so I 
kind of liked the idea of doing something I wasn’t supposed to be doing. I 
got a thrill by just the thought of it alone. It seemed like an act of defiance. 
Sexual Barriers 
 Noted in the preceding examples of sexual stigmatization and shame, sexual barriers are 
constructed by individuals in order to protect themselves from negative retributions or feelings 
originating from their sexual thoughts or behaviors. Barriers can be found in all segments of 
sexuality. Barriers about the most basic sexual communication between partners was found in the 
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present study. Rehman, Balan, Sutherland, and McNeil (2019) found three specific barriers to 
sexual communication: (1) a threat to self, (2) a threat to partner, and (3) a threat to relationship.  
 Intersectionality was addressed in studies by Ali-Faisal (2018) and Garrett (2014). In the 
former study, Islamic religiosity was a predictor of sexual guilt and anxiety, without gender being 
a factor in younger Muslim populations in Canada and America. On the other side of the life-
course, negative feelings of one’s sexuality was brought on in older age due to a lack of positive 
social policy, negative media portrayals, and psychological factors, which included the idea that 
older people are unable to sexually achieve social ideals of sexual performance (Garrett 2014).  
 As observed throughout this chapter, sexual barriers are constructed for a variety of 
reasons. Each respondent, at one point in their lives, had specific reasons for sexual barriers, 
whether they realized they were putting up barriers or not. Apart from his anxiety disorder 
holding him back in the construction of his sexual self, Mark (age 22) was raised to believe 
homosexuality was sinful, a belief he maintains even as a person who desires both men and 
women. Through his religious upbringing, he came to accept that, not only should he hate 
himself for who he is sexually, but that God hated him, as well, for being different from those 
around him. To this day, Mark reluctantly maintains his virginity as a barrier against the potential 
of social stigmatization, religious punishment, and further inner turmoil.  
 Anna (age 19) does not concern herself with her external environment-at-large. Instead, 
her barriers directly involve her partner and his well-being: 
For the most part we talk openly about sex. I think the barriers are 
anything that would make the other feel bad. Like sometimes I don’t say 
things because I don’t want him to feel like he’s not enough and/or hurt 
his feelings. Although, for the record, I am much more open than he is.  
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 Rehman, Balan, Sutherland, and McNeil (2019) report that the threat to self, partner, and/
or relationship support theories of sexual communication avoidance. These findings further 
explain the barrier system constructed by respondents in the current study to protect themselves 
or others, even while those barriers hinder the development of sexual selfhood. 
  
Suppression of Sexual Selves: Incomplete Lives 
 With sexuality being an important aspect of most lives, to have one’s sexual satisfaction 
diminished, or for there to be a permanent interruption in the development of a sexual self, leads 
those individuals to believe they are missing something essential in their lives. When an 
individual conceals a sexual self from the social realm, the result is the invention of a divided self 
(Sedlovskaya, Purdie-Vaughns, Eibach, and LaFrance 2013), in which the sexual self is 
concealed and an inauthentic self is presented to both generalized and intimate others. When an 
individual is aware that their possession of a particular sexual self is subject to being stigmatized, 
they may choose to present a different self that is more aligned with socio-sexual normativity. 
Goffman (2009) referred to this individual as the normal deviant. Despite the protective nature of 
the concealment, Sedlovskaya, et al. (2013) reported that the well-being of individuals 
possessing concealed identities was affected, with respondents to their study reporting social 
stress and depressive symptoms. The current study regards the concealment of sexual identity 
and living as a normal deviant, where consensual sexual desires and behaviors are concerned, to 
have the result of an individual living an incomplete life.  
 The concept of incomplete lives first came to this study through John’s (age 47) narrative. 
John is a foot fetishist who refuses to tell his wife of over two decades about his obsession. 
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Without the inclusion of a woman’s feet in a sexual encounter, John cannot feel sexual 
satisfaction, ergo, John has never been sexually satisfied. John lives as the normal deviant 
specifically acting in ways to keep his wife from having even the briefest suspicion that he may 
be a foot fetishist; John refuses to look at, touch, or talk about her feet. John’s fear lies in the 
perceived and anticipated look of disgust that would cross his wife’s face if she became informed 
of his sexual proclivity: 
Interviewer: With this closeness you describe with your wife, why are 
you unwilling to tell her about your sexual desires? 
John: I never want to see that look on her face. 
Interviewer: What look? 
John: The look of disgust. I don’t want her to find me disgusting. Foot 
fetishists are seen as weird and disgusting. I don’t want my wife to think 
that about me. I’m mostly afraid of that initial look on her face if I told 
her. 
Interviewer: But you don’t know that she’ll have that reaction. 
John: Doesn’t matter. I can’t risk it.  
Interviewer: What is your sex life like? 
John: Normal. Vanilla. She’s not kinky… or anything. We have sex about 
once or twice a week. It’s nothing special.  
Interviewer: Is she satisfied with it? 
John: She says she is. 
Interviewer: And you? 
John: Not at all. If the feet aren’t involved, I am not satisfied. And I don’t 
involve her feet at all. I won’t touch her feet. I try not to even look at 
them. I don’t want her to get any thoughts that I may be that way, you 
know.  
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Interviewer: Have you ever considered going outside the marriage to 
satisfy your desires? 
John: Hell no! Never. I would never cheat on [her].  
Interviewer: So, if you are married another forty years or so, you’ll never 
reveal this obsession to her? 
John: No. Never. 
Interviewer: So, you are willing to live a life without sexual satisfaction? 
John: Yes. It’s an incomplete life. 
 Other participants made references to living an incomplete life, if not using those exact 
words, words that were synonymous. Instead of an obsession with feet, Anna (age 19) finds 
sexual satisfaction with sitting on the face of her partner. However, as in the case of John, this is 
not something she is willing to bring up with her partner as she is convinced he doesn’t like it, 
despite no evidence to support her perception. Anna spoke of a noted diminishment of sexual 
satisfaction and her “unfinished sexuality” due to her concealment. Maggie’s (age 24) desire for 
necrophilic beastiality may be in her past but she continues to live in fear of partners knowing 
and wonders if she’ll be sexually satisfied without the enactment of her desires, desires which 
continue to be part of her ongoing sexual fantasies.  
 Despite Andrew (age 22) readily stigmatizing others for what he deems to be “weird 
sex,” he conceals sexual desires that he refuses to tell anyone. He leaves it at, “I think it’s 
personal and not something I want to share with the world.” Because of this stance, Andrew is 
self-aware that he is not living up to his sexual potential. And Mark (age 22) holds onto a virgin 
identity to protect himself from perceived potential adversity to his bisexuality. In each of these 
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cases, respondents realized they were not sexually satisfied, lived with stress and elements of 
self-shame, were not actualizing their sexual potential, and were leading lives that are 
incomplete.  
 While it may be easy for some to view these narratives as ridiculous or hyperbolic for 
likening the inability to lead the sexual lives they wish to an incomplete life and a tragedy, there 
are a couple points that need to be made. First, with sexuality being such an important part of 
most individuals’ lives, denial of being able to experience that aspect of life to its fullest can have 
a feeling of tragedy for the person. Secondly, there is a social and historical context by which 
such feelings emerge, one that exists beyond the Rousseauian notion of a true self that is not 
given the ability to flourish. People may continue to feel the sexually confining effects of the 
Victorian sexual value system that remains at the foundation of the current socio-sexual 
normativity. The guidelines of socio-sexual normativity exclude some from sociability and lead 
to a diminishment of social selves in others. According to Simmel (1997:121), people have an 
“impulse to sociability.” Who they are sexually may very well deny sociability, for some, in a 
society where people are excluded for their sexual preferences. It is what Bauman (1992) refers 
to as social death, not being fully accepted as human by the larger society, thus negating social 
immortality guaranteed through social unity. When individuals find themselves running counter 
to social normativity, they experience a social critique of their worthiness and their social value 
is diminished. (Cacho 2012). For the person who is directly or indirectly denied the ability to 
pursue their sexual lives in a sexually fulfilling manner, they may feel stigmatized and isolated 
from society, somewhat less fully human, and trapped in a world of sexual desire for which there 
is no outlet. In such cases, one’s life meaning may turn to that of tragedy. According to Cacho 
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(ibid:6), “To be ineligible for personhood is a form of social death. It not only defines who does 
not matter, it also makes mattering meaningful.”  
Suppression of Sexual Selves: Avoidance 
 Individuals have reasons for both pursuing and avoiding sexual activity. Sexual 
interactions have the potential of bringing partners closer together and increasing relationship 
and sexual satisfaction or creating interpersonal conflict (Muise, Boudreau, and Rosen 2017). 
Not even sexual scripts prevent conflict. Gagnon (1977:1) admitted that the how, what, when, 
where, and with whom of sexual scripts are not an “easily accessible or reliable guide” for what 
individuals should do sexually and this poses a “potential source of conflict […], conflicts that 
occur not only between people, but within them as they try to decide what they should do and be 
(ibid:2).” Some individuals engage in sex to avoid partner disapproval, relationship conflict, or 
sexual tension (ibid), whereas other individuals may avoid people and situations, in which sexual 
conflict may arise, altogether. Manipulation of situations for the avoidance of people and sexual 
encounters have peppered the narratives of the current research, from Victoria (age 50) who 
avoids sex for fear of what it will be like without alcohol to John (age 47) specifically 
disregarding his wife’s feet in any situation as to prevent her from finding out about his foot 
fetish.  
 Aaron’s (age 24) tactic for bypassing stigma or having to answer for his sexual 
orientation was to avoid people to the point that he became unaware of what they would think: 
Many people assumed I was gay in high school and asked my siblings 
about it, but other than that, I have a hard time gauging people’s reactions 
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and assumptions about me as I have ignored most people I encounter on a 
daily basis. 
Petra (age 42), caught in an unsatisfactory marriage has chosen to avoid both people and her own 
inner desires, as much as possible. As soon as she is done working, where she keeps to herself, 
she goes home and spends the rest of the day and night in her bedroom away from others, 
including her husband. Her concealment is not just her sexual selves but the whole of herself: 
[Sex] is something I try to ignore. It doesn’t represent a big part of my life. 
I have needs and desires, you know, but… I try not to think about those 
things. But that’s how I cope with it. It’s how I cope with death also. I 
don’t think about my dead mother because I don’t want to be sad, you 
know. It’s a defense against the desires. Not always good things. 
 Suppression of sexual selves through avoidance is not something that Chelsea (age 32) is 
willing to do. She spoke specifically about this topic during her interview. “If I want to try 
something, I try it.” she said adamantly, “If I want to fool around with someone or be intimate, I 
pursue it. I don’t think that it’s healthy for me to repress how I want to sexually express myself.” 
Conclusion 
 Stigmatization and resulting shame act as a mediating variable in the process of the 
construction of sexual selves. Unless one were to choose to push through the stigma and shame 
and continue to develop their discredited sexual self, there would be a hindrance to the sexual 
self-development, leaving the individual, perhaps, to live as the normal deviant. The shaming can 
result from an active stigmatization by other members of society or a silent self-shaming brought 
on by an understanding of socio-sexual norms and the realization that one’s sexual desires and 
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behaviors run contrary to that normativity. Self-shaming may even result from imagined 
perceptions of other’s disagreement or judgement. As Cooley (1902:207) so bleakly writes: 
If failure or disgrace arrives, if one suddenly finds that the faces of men 
show coldness or contempt instead of the kindliness and deference that he 
is used to, he will perceive from the shock, the fear, the sense of being 
outcast and helpless, that he was living in the minds of others without 
knowing it, just as we daily walk the solid ground without thinking how it 
bears us up. 
In Cooley’s looking-glass self, the individual, knowing their sexual self runs afoul of social 
normativity: (1) considers how they will appear to others, (2) garner perceived reactions from 
others, (3) develop feelings of shame from perceived judgements.  
 The self is not an individual effort, it is a construct of both the individual and others 
(Mead 1934). Therefore, shame is an interactional emotion as it is dependent upon reactions of 
others, perceived or actual. Even self-shaming is dependent upon previous experience and 
interaction with generalized others. As human beings are easily given to embarrassment and 
shame, and every interaction contains the threat of embarrassment or humiliation (Goffman 
1959), sexual attributes that have been discredited by others, real or imagined, produces a certain 
effect on sexual self-development. The same applies to the effect on moral conduct and social 
control. Shame, as a reflexive emotion rooted in interaction, is a form of punishment for norm-
breaking behavior. The process of stigmatization acts to keep members of society in moral check 
(Weigert and Gecas 2003). Adhering to or deviating from moral guidelines, has a direct effect on 
the continuation or hindrance of sexual self-construction.  
 It would be negligent in a discussion of stigmatization to not make mention of the 
purpose and meaning of social control, certainly with regard to sexuality. Participants in the 
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present study regarded their stigmatization as a product of social control without consideration or 
explanation of social control in a positive light. Each participant claiming to have experienced 
stigmatization for their sexuality held it as a tragic position, and themselves as tragic social 
actors. Social control is not, however, a purely negative mechanism. From a functionalist 
perspective, the purpose and meaning of social control is to maintain order, regulate behavior, 
provide sanctions, and establish social unity. Parsons (1951:277) suggests the need for social 
control rests in the social necessity to “Nip in the Bud” deviant tendencies. Such social control is 
rooted in both informal (family and friends) and formal (police and legal systems) measures. 
Without such control measures, according to the famed warning by Hobbes (2004:92), the life of 
humankind would be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish… and short.”  
 For the most part, respondents in the current study did not relate with the Hobbesian 
picture of people being innately deviant or evil. Rather, they sided with a Rousseauian view of 
humankind as innately good but confined by socially controlling forces. Rousseau (2016:8) asks, 
“How can man, who is born free, rightly come to be everywhere in chains.” Through Rousseau’s 
social contract, people are provided the opportunity to flourish. This project’s participants 
believed they experienced a tragedy in their lives in the sense of their sexuality being in those 
Rousseauian chains. If only they would be permitted to experience sexuality on their terms, they 
could live in human flourishing.  
 What is missing, from participants accounts, is any connection between social control and 
issues of sexual consent. The frotteurist, out of sexual desire, or the rapist, out of a power 
dynamic, acts in a manner against the consent of another. Even the person committing infidelity 
acts against the consent of their spouse or significant other. The establishment of social control 
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provides a positive safeguard or system of sanctions against any behavior that negates the sexual 
consent of another. In this light, shame, itself, has a social purpose for people to scrutinize their 
desires that, if acted upon, may lead to social harm.  
 In the current study, direct stigmatization is noted in instances of participants being 
stigmatized for playing Barbie dolls as children and sexually initiating what they had witnessed 
in their immediate environment in the Meadian stage of “Play” (Mead 1934). Ken’s game of 
“Slap Dick” resulted in the direct imposition of shame by his mother that continued even after 
she fell silent on the matter. The same applies to Mark who cannot escape the look on his 
mother’s face when she caught him masturbating. Juanita’s parents imposed the threat of 
sanctions on her in claiming they were no longer going to “help her out” after they discovered 
she was sexually active. Vihaan chose to find another job when he perceived a co-worker had 
discovered his frotteurism and began to treat him differently. And Lauren, as a child, was locked 
in a closet in school for fear other children would see her playing with her genitals in her sleep at 
nap-time. Each of these examples of direct stigmatization continues to have a long-term effect on 
the sexual selfhood of the participants.  
 But even without the direct contact with others, the understanding of social normativity, 
in sexual matters, produced a self-shaming effect on first-time sexual experiences of Caitlin and 
Victoria, leaving them with feelings of shame and disgust. The norm-producing ideals of the 
sexual double-standard filled Melanie with self-shame as she had believed and fell into 
alignment with the idea that women who had sex with multiple partners were “sluts” while their 
male counterparts, who engaged in the same activity, were “studs.” Instances of self-shaming in 
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the present research proved to be as detrimental to the construction of sexual selves as direct 
stigmatization of others.  
 Ideals of sexual social control was found in narratives that discussed shaming being used 
in the socialization process. Growing up, Karla was socialized to believe sex was considered to 
be shameful, in and of itself. Such socialization of sexuality bears a hindrance on sexual self-
development. Lauren discussed only recently being about to talk about and explore her 
pansexuality because the teachings of her religion had hindered the process of coming out as 
pansexual. Caroline did not masturbate, even though she understood its association with 
pleasure, solely due to her being taught that masturbation was a thing that “bad” or “dirty” 
people did. And John’s perceived social controls against his foot fetishism has permanently 
impaired his ability to continue to develop sexual selfhood.  
 In the constant shifting from the internal to the external realm, the reflective and 
interactional nature of stigmatization and shame has significant implications on the development 
of sexual selves. The influence, in the ubiquity of shame and stigmatization in the interactions of 
everyday life, exerted by the condemnations of individuals toward themselves or by others, 
affects the shaping of who we are sexually, thereby threatening sexual selfhood. Unless there is 
the concerted choice to avoid sexual repression despite consequence, as in the case of Chelsea, 
individuals are subject to hiding away their sexuality or preserving it away from the mainstay of 
society in such places as sexual lifestyle groups. In any of these instances, there is evidence of 
the mediating role stigma and shame plays in sexual self-construction.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
INTERNAL CONVERSATIONS IN SEXUAL SELF-CONSTRUCTION 
Origins: From Plato to James, Mead, Peirce, and Wiley 
 Early instances of phenomenological speculation regarding inner conversation date back 
to the writings of Plato. In a recorded dialogue between Socrates and Theaetetus, Socrates is 
asked what he means by thinking: 
Socrates: A talk which the soul has with itself about the objects 
under its consideration. […] It seems to me that the soul when it 
thinks is simply carrying on a discussion in which it asks itself 
questions and answers them itself, affirms and denies. And when it 
arrives at something definite, either by a gradual process or a 
sudden leap when it affirms one thing consistently and without 
divided counsel, we call this judgement. (Plato in Harmer 2016: 
11-12) 
These Platonic ideas of reflexive, internal conversations were given more clarity in the modern 
age through the ideas of William James, George Herbert Mead, and Charles Sanders Peirce, with 
the mind being substituted for the soul as the internal habitat wherein internal conversations are 
held. Kuhn (1964:7), refining Plato, defined thinking as “an internal conversation among the self 
and internalized others.” 
 James and Mead proposed the distinction of the “I” and the "me" in order to explain the 
inner-workings of an internal conversation while Peirce made a distinction between the “I” and 
the "you." The “I” and the “me,” for James (1890), constitutes a reflexive nature of the self in 
which the self is represented by “I,” being the self-as-knower, and “me,” being the self-as-
known. This distinction partially constitutes James’ psychology of self. As James (1890:400, 
italics in original) explains: 
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The consciousness of self involves a stream of thought each part of 
which as ‘I’ can 1) remember those which went before, and know 
the things they knew; and 2) emphasize and care paramountly for 
certain ones among them as ‘me,’ and appropriate to these the rest. 
The nucleus of the ‘me’ is always the bodily existence felt to be 
present at the time. Whatever remembered-past-feelings resemble 
this present feeling are deemed to belong to the same me with it. 
Whatever other things are perceived to be associated with this 
feeling are deemed to form part of that me’s experience; and of 
them certain ones (which fluctuate more or less) are reckoned to be 
themselves constituents of the me in a larger sense,—such are the 
clothes, the material possessions, the friends, the honors and 
esteem which the person receives or may receive. This me is an 
empirical aggregate of things objectively known. 
James’ use of “I” and "me" not only lays the framework of the psychology of self and presents 
the self of both knower and known but invites the external into the internal domain; those and 
that which are external to the self are now represented in the mind. Once those who are external 
to the self are introduced and represented in the mind, a dialogue can take place within the realm 
of the imagination.   
 Mead (1934) continues on James’ notions of the “I” and the “me.” in what he refers to as 
a conversation between the “I” and the “me,” functioning as an internalization of external 
speech. In Mead’s model, the external is brought into the internal and the internal is introduced to 
the external. The “I,” in Mead’s version, is the active, spontaneous element of the self, whereas 
the "me" represents the boundary to the external, social realm. With regard to conduct, the “I” 
acts as the spontaneous desire pitted against the social “me,” which understands the normativity 
of society, having been shaped in the process of socialization. For example, “I” may wish to yell, 
“FIRE” in a crowded movie theater but the "me" prevents the action due to its understanding of 
social laws and considered potential harm to others. In such an instance, the “I” both calls out the 
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"me" and responds to it” (Mead 1934:178). The “I” is always aware of the social "me" despite 
their separation in the process but “they belong together in the sense of being parts of a 
whole” (ibid). According to Mead, in the process in which the “I” is aware of the "me" and 
calling it out and responding to it, we are talking to ourselves. 
 Peirce (1958) essentially disregards the "me" found in James and Mead’s components of 
self, offering up, rather, "you." In Peirce’s model, the “I” addresses the "you." In this case, the 
"you" can refer to another person or it can refer to the self but, in both instances, in a future 
moment or future incarnation of other or self (Michel and Andacht 2015). For Peirce (1958:421), 
“A person is not absolutely an individual. His thoughts are what he is “saying to himself,” that is, 
is saying to that other self that is just coming into life in the flow of time.” The “I” in Mead’s 
model addresses the "me" which is situated in the past, as it is structured upon former 
experiences within society. Peirce’s “I” addresses a constantly moving future self in the "you." 
Yet, as Wiley (2016) points out, both Peirce and Mead are considering inner speech to be the 
internalization of external speech. Wiley (2016:152-153) highlights the fact that Peirce, in his use 
of “you,” is bringing others from the external setting into the internal conversation, “If you are 
rehearsing an important business conversation, such as making a purchase or a sale, the person 
you are talking to is occupying the place of ‘you' in your mental conversation.’” Wiley (ibid:9) 
moves to synthesize the “I” and "me" of Mead with the “I” and "you" of Peirce: 
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I  ⟷  You 
                     ↑ 
        Me 
In the Wiley I-You-Me model, the “I,” then, talks to the "you" about the “me.”   
 Archer (2003) is highly critical of the details in James, Mead, and Peirce’s ideas and 
works to correct and build upon those ideas. With the James problem, as Archer refers to it, the 
question is: How can we be both subject and object to ourselves? The solution to this, according 
to Archer, is that our internal utterances make us subjects whereas, simultaneously listening to 
those utterances make us objects with the subject responding to the object in a turn-taking 
conversation. Archer claims that Peirce has an issue with “who is talking to whom?” Archer 
suggests that Peirce should have discontinued the reification of “I” and "you" and adhere to the 
idea that one can only ever be speaking to themselves. Finally, with Archer’s Mead problem, the 
lion’s share of Archer’s criticism is reserved for Mead, Archer feels that Mead missed the mark 
in explaining how society is internalized to become part of the internal conversation. Archer’s 
(2003:129, italics in original) interpretation of Mead is that internally, via the “me,” we 
“necessarily talk about society.” Archer claims Mead should have suggested that we internally 
talk to society in the subjective and imagined expectations we have of the generalized other 
(ibid). Archer’s own research project (2003) on the internal conversation consisted of in-depth 
interviews, concerning inner dialogues, with 20 participants. Archer concluded, based on these 
interviews, that people have different modes of reflexive activity based on their perceptions and 
attitudes of society.  
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Dialogical Self Theory 
 Hubert Hermans (2008, 2012) contributes to the study and analysis of internal 
conversations with dialogical self theory. Dividing the mind into self and dialogue, dialogical 
self theory connects the internal sphere with the external social realm by internalizing and 
representing the external social world in the internal realm, where a mini-society of the mind is 
created (Raggatt 2012), then, after a process of internalized interactions occur, what had been 
internalized is reintroduced to the external realm. This mini-society of the mind is populated with 
I-positions. An inner position containing direct self I-positions, such as “I as a dog owner,” “I as 
a professor,” or “I as a husband.” An outer sphere contains positions of imaginary others played 
out by the self, such as “I as my mother,” “I as my doctor,” or “I as my boss.” In the mini-society 
of the mind, these I-positions interact with each other. The discourse within this internal society 
is an internal conversation.  
Personal Reflexivity 
 Personal reflexivity is the process by which an individual thinks about and considers 
themselves within the world. It is the phenomenological act of regarding an inner state with 
relation to an external state based on the foundation of one’s habitus. In putting forth the ideas of 
Archer (2003), Caetano (2017:35) explains that “personal reflexivity is understood as an internal 
mechanism of a person’s mind, which is expressed through inner conversations, that is, the 
mental dialogues that all individuals maintain with themselves and through which they define 
and clarify beliefs, attitudes, goals, and practices.” Caetano (ibid:37) observed that personal 
reflexivity is “shared by all people, as a requirement of life in society,” but not everyone reflects 
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upon themselves in the same manner. In conducting biographical interviews, Caetano was able to 
typify several approaches taken by participants in the mechanisms of personal reflexivity. Five 
typologies noted by Caetano included; (1) Self-referential reflexivity wherein the individual, in 
an act of self-assessment or self-analysis, reflect on themselves and others within social contexts 
utilizing both internal and external conversations, (2) Pragmatic reflexivity which focuses on a 
specific practical issues of the everyday, (3) Functional reflexivity concerns problem-solving and 
decision-making, (4) Resistant reflexivity focuses on the management of achieved 
socioeconomic conditions, and (5) Resilient reflexivity centers on difficult or tragic events that 
alter the course of one’s biography. 
 As we are reminded by Caughey (1984:241), “We do not live only in the objective world 
of external objects and activities. On the contrary, much of our experience is inner experience. 
Each day we pass through multiple realities — we phase in and out, back and forth, between the 
actual world and imaginary realms.” Through our reflexive nature, we interpret and give 
meaning to both our external and internal world. A seminal aspect of our reflexive nature is the 
dialogues carried on within ourselves.  
Internal Conversation Study - Iowa State University 
 A study on internal conversations was conducted at Iowa State University beginning with 
the question of why internal conversations are rarely the subject of academic studies, and rarely 
empirical studies in sociology, when, (1) there is a general consensus that internal conversations 
are instrumental in formation of selves and (2) there is a ubiquitous nature to internal 
conversations (Schweingruber and Wahl 2019). To begin both a sociological and empirical foray 
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into internal conversations, students in an introduction to sociology class were asked to self-
report, in written record, an internal conversation they had of their choosing. The first 1000 
internal conversations were collected between spring 2015 and spring 2016. A grounded theory 
analysis of the data was conducted from 2016 to 2019 by Dr. David Schweingruber, David W. 
Wahl, Steven Beeman, Deborah Burns, George Weston, and Rebecca Haroldson.  
 This first study of a large amount of internal conversations essentially asked two 
questions: (1) What are the uses of internal conversations? and (2) Who speaks in internal 
conversations? (Schweingruber, Wahl, Beeman, Burns, Weston, and Haroldson, forthcoming). 
Addressing the latter question first, sociologists have long held that we internalize others in our 
internal environment, but how often does the internalized other speak in internal conversations? 
A key finding by Schweingruber, et al. (forthcoming) is that the internalized other rarely speaks 
in internal conversations. In fact, while internalized others appeared in 68.1% of the collected 
internal conversations (N=1000), they only spoke in 17.4% of the conversations (ibid). 
According to the authors, internalized others often acted in the capacity of an audience in the 
internal conversation.  
 Perhaps, the more pertinent question regards how people use internal conversations. 
Concerning uses, the researchers found that (1) most uses centered on preparations for action, a 
finding consistent with the thinking of sociologists and interactionists and (2) most internal 
conversations were used to consider a solution to problematic aspects of the subject’s life. 
Utilizing the principles of grounded theory, the researchers at Iowa State University generated a 
taxonomy of uses of internal conversations based on the self-reported internal conversations 
provided by introduction to sociology students. Uses of internal conversations included: (1) 
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Decision-making, (2) Self-direction, (3) To-do lists, (4) Rehearsals, (5) Negotiating ongoing 
action, (6) Other/Multiple ongoing action, (7) Complaining, (8) Wondering, (9) Worrying, (10) 
Imaginary internal interactions, (11) Retrospection, (12) Retrospective internal interactions, (13) 
Other/Multiple non-preparation for action. Table 3 (below) categorizes these uses into 
preparations for action and preparations for non-action, as well as special uses which refer to 
specific aspects of the subject’s social life (ibid).  
 The research work done in the Iowa State University study proved to be of fundamental 
application in the current study of how sexual selves are constructed. Building upon the work of 
Schweingruber, et al., current analysis of the data leads to an understanding of (1) who is talking 
in sexual internal conversations and (2) how internal conversations are used in sexual self-
construction. Most importantly, variations are found in the self-reported internal conversations in 
the Iowa State study and current study.  
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Table 3: Uses of internal conversations 
 (Schweingruber, Wahl, Beeman, Burns, Weston, and Haroldson, forthcoming) 
Sexual Internal Conversations 
 In the current study, details of internal conversations were offered by 13 of the 50 
participants (26%). The internal conversations often appeared during the analysis of the data. 
Use N %
Decision-making 253 25.3
Self-direction 146 14.6
To-do list 83 8.3
Rehearsal 181 18.1
Negotiating ongoing 
action
21 2.1
Other/multiple 
preparation for action
56 5.6
Total preparation for action 740 74.0
Complaining 78 7.8
Worrying 24 2.4
Wondering 48 4.8
Imaginary internal 
interactions
63 6.3
Retrospection 13 1.3
Retrospective internal 
interactions
13 1.3
Other/multiple non-
preparation for action
21 2.1
Total non-preparation for 
action
260 26.0
Total 1000 100.0
Note: Special uses are italicized. 
The two “other/multiple” categories 
include uses that didn’t account for 
1% of the internal conversations 
and internal conversations with 
multiple uses. If at least one of the 
multiple uses prepares for action, 
the internal conversation was coded 
as preparing for action.
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Only in rare cases did the researcher note that research participants were beginning an internal 
conversation and encouraged them to continue through a verbal prompt. The delivery of internal 
conversations in the current study differed significantly from the Iowa State study as, in the 
latter, the internal conversations were self-reported by students in written form and submitted to 
an online portal, whereas, in the current study, internal conversations were verbalized to the 
researcher in the course of conversation and the proffering of participants’ narratives. The 
verbalization of internal conversations added a significant dimension to this study. This 
dimension did not exist in the Iowa State study as participants were able to use vocal inflections 
to signify who was speaking and with what particular intonation. In the Iowa State study, 
students writing down their chosen internal conversation resorted to either naming the speaker 
(as in the example below) or split up the dialogue with slash marks. In some cases, the 
researchers struggled to understand who was speaking and when.  
 The following example comes from the Iowa State study from a white, male student (age 
19 in the spring of 2015), presented in the form received by the researchers: 
This conversation background involves talking to a girl that I have 
feelings for. We have known each other for awhile and have not gotten to 
talk much recently. It just involves myself and another person which is a 
girl. We are discussing our future relationship with each other and what 
our true feelings for each other are. Most of the conversation is me talking 
to her and she is simply listening with the occasional response. The 
conversation starts with me. "I do not find it fair that you tend to ignore 
me and if we do talk, you do not say much." Her- "......(silence)." Me-"I 
understand that you are away at another university, but I know we could 
make this work." Her-"I do not know what you would like me to say." 
Me-"I would like you to be honest and tell me how you really feel. It's as 
if we had something and now that we are apart you do not want to be a 
part of my life anymore." Her-"How I really feel, huh? I wish I could tell 
you how I feel." Me-"Why can you not tell me how you feel? Do you not 
feel anything?" Her-"I feel that we can not make this work because I am 
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too far away and have life to worry about." Me-"But I will do absolutely 
anything to be with you and you know that. I will be the best person to 
you and I would love you every day. Every single day." Her-"I realize that 
but..." Me-"Then why can't we make this work? Are you not committed?" 
Her-"I would be committed it's just that I do not even know what I want in 
life." Me-"Then let me help you. Let me guide you and help relieve the 
stresses that you will face. Let me wake up everyday and put a smile on 
your face. Let me be a part of your life." Her-".....(more silence)." Me-" I 
understand. I just wish I had the chance to be with you more." Her-"Me 
too." End of conversation.  
   
The respondent splits up the dialogue by naming when he is speaking (Me) and when she is 
speaking (her). While he makes special notation of when she is silent, he goes no further in 
explaining tone of voice. In interviewing the participants of the current study, special notations of 
intonation and verbal tics was possible. Furthermore, personal interviews allowed for notation of 
gestures made during the recanting of internal conversations. This is important as gestures 
provide additional information to the dialogue, rounding out social communication, in what 
Mead (1934) referred to as the conversation of gestures. If the preceding example from the Iowa 
State study had been gathered in the current study, the internal conversation may have been 
reported as such: 
Me: (softly growling through clenched teeth) I do not find it fair that you 
tend to ignore me and if we do talk, you do not say much. 
HER: (silence) 
ME: (softening) I understand that you are away at another university, but I 
know we could make this work.  
HER: I do not know what you would like me to say. 
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ME: I would like you to be honest and tell me how you really feel. It's as 
if we had something and now that we are apart you do not want to be a 
part of my life anymore.  
HER: How I really feel, huh? I wish I could tell you how I feel.  
ME: (confused) Why can you not tell me how you feel? Do you not feel 
anything? 
HER: (insistent) I feel that we can not make this work because I am too 
far away and have life to worry about.  
ME: But I will do absolutely anything to be with you and you know that. I 
will be the best person to you and I would love you every day. Every 
single day.  
HER: I realize that but...  
ME: (sadly, hanging head) Then why can't we make this work? Are you 
not committed? 
HER: I would be committed it's just that I do not even know what I want 
in life.  
ME: Then let me help you. Let me guide you and help relieve the stresses 
that you will face. Let me wake up everyday and put a smile on your face. 
Let me be a part of your life.  
HER: (more silence)  
ME: (softly with resignation) I understand. I just wish I had the chance to 
be with you more. 
HER: Me too.  
This fictitious re-reading of the example demonstrates how the internal conversation may have 
been conveyed to the researcher of the current study. Not only are gestures and intonation 
available, in the current study, but there is the addition of having the luxury of not making 
assumptions based on how the material reads. 
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 Another interesting discovery in the sexual internal conversations is that several of the 
respondents detailed an internal conversation that took place during the act of sexual 
engagement. Of the 17 internal conversations that emerged from participant’s narratives, seven 
(41.2%) internal conversations took place during those most intimate moments. The other sexual 
internal conversations often included considering future sexual encounters or rehearsing various 
aspects of sexual lives.  
 Narratives in the current study included 17 sexual internal conversations provided by 13 
respondents. Multiple internal conversations were included in the narratives of three respondents. 
Coding for uses of internal conversations followed the same protocol and adhered to the same 
definitions of the Iowa State study (Schweingruber, Wahl, Beeman, Burns, Weston, and 
Haroldson, forthcoming). Uses of internal conversations found in the current study included: (1) 
Self-Direction, (2) Rehearsals, (3) Decision-Making, (4) Retrospection, (5) To-Do List, (6) 
Negotiating Ongoing Action, (7) Complaining, (8) Worrying, and (9) Wondering. In cases where 
lines were blurred between different uses, the dominant and more applicable usage was coded. 
The breakdown of uses of sexual internal conversations among the 13 respondents, divided out 
by those internal conversations within and outside the act of sexual engagement, is as follows; 
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Table 4: Uses of sexual internal conversations 
 
Internal Conversations During Sexual Activity 
Self-Direction 
 The highest percentage of uses of internal conversations was for self-direction. Self-
direction involves the motivation of one’s self to do something. In terms of sexual internal 
conversations, the motivation toward self-action can be necessary to override fear of shame or 
stigmatization, to secure one’s sexual well-being, or perform a sexual behavior properly for the 
greatest amount of sexual satisfaction. At times, self-direction may incorporate elements of 
rehearsal in order to comfort the individual or better prepare them in their movement from 
internal dialogue to external action.  
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 Mason (age 21) is secure in his sexual self and comfortable with his sexual proclivity of 
diaper fetishism. He openly communicated his fetish with his current girlfriend and she has been 
accepting of this sexual behavior. Because his predilection has been normalized within their 
relationship, Mason has been able to focus his internal attention on the heightening of his sexual 
pleasure. Using self-direction in internal conversations during sexual activity has motivated and 
produced greater sexual satisfaction for Mason. While there are elements of negotiating ongoing 
action in the self-direction, self-direction is key for the increase of pleasure. Mason describes an 
internal conversation that occurred while he was wearing a diaper and anticipating the pleasure 
he would derive from the flow of urine into the diaper: 
Mason 1: Gotta piss. I really gotta piss. 
Mason 2: Hold it in. You can hold it in a little longer. 
Mason 1: (forcefully squeezes eyes shut and tightens throat when 
speaking) I can’t. I really gotta piss. I’m gonna explode. 
Mason 2: The longer you hold it in, the better it’ll feel when you let it go.  
Mason 1: Oh yeah, it’s gonna feel soooooo good. That’s it, I can’t hold it 
more. Here it comes… (opens eyes wide) Oh Yes! 
In the case of this internal conversation, it is truly a dialogue between two aspects of Mason’s 
inner voice; one voice (Mason 2) directing Mason and the voice of Mason (Mason 1) responding 
to the other voice. What’s fascinating is that, despite Mason ultimately knowing what to do to 
maximize pleasure, one voice (Mason 2) is reminding him and directing him, almost like a 
teacher or a coach. Mason 1 is listening to that coach and benefiting from the direction. Mason’s 
example not only contains multiple voices providing a dialogue but the conversation is taking 
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place in real time in a sexual situation. Mason’s internal conversation exemplifies what 
Verhofstadt-Denève (2012) refers to as psychodrama, in the dialogical self theoretical tradition. 
Corresponding I-position to specific dialogs, Verhofstadt-Denève identifies three types of 
psychodrama: (1) internal-external, (2) internal-internal, and (3) external-external. Mason’s 
narratives typifies the internal-internal interchange wherein both I-positions are facets of Mason 
in an internal conversation with himself. There is the I-position of Mason coaching himself and 
another I-position reacting to the coaching. Others in the internal conversation do not even have 
to consist of others from society, the self can be solely speaking to the self without internalizing 
others. The idea of having an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other, both vying for the 
individual’s acceptance of their temptation or moral guidance is another form of self-direction in 
the internal conversations.  
Decision-Making 
 Decision-making in internal conversations involve an individual making a choice based 
on two or more options. If a child is silently trying to decide between ordering chocolate or 
strawberry ice cream, she is having an internal conversation utilizing decision-making. External 
I-positions may be included in the decision-making process with the individual using the voices 
of others to aid in the decision. 
 Chloe (age 22) shows concern for the other in her internal conversation. She discussed 
engaging in BDSM with a partner. Her partner lacked knowledge about how to tie someone up 
and tightened the ropes too tight. She was uncomfortable and noticed that her toes had turned 
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purple. The decision she had to make, in the moment of the BDSM act, was whether or not to tell 
her partner that she was uncomfortable: 
Say something. No, he’ll feel bad. It’s his first time. When your toes are 
purple, you’re not communicating properly. It’s his first time trying this. 
No. No. He would feel really guilty. You’ll be fine. Maybe later I’ll say, 
“I really liked this but I didn’t really like that.” You’ll be fine. 
Chloe is concerned for the emotions of her partner. Her partner does not speak but, in this 
internal conversation, a decision is reached — Chloe will not say anything about her discomfort 
in order to protect her partner’s feelings.  
Retrospection 
 Retrospections in internal conversations involve a replay of a past event. Sometimes the 
replay can be nothing more than direct reenactment or the replay can involve regret and ideas 
how the past event could have been improved, such as when a friendship ends over an argument. 
The two retrospections in the current study involved early sexual experiences for participants. 
Almost all respondents detailed their first sexual experience or very early sexual experiences but 
only two included an internal conversation about the past occasion. 
 The first time Mark (age 22) had a sexual experience with another man, one in which he 
did not lose his virginity, he claims to have felt “accomplished and validated.” It was the first 
time that Mark knew sex could be positive. Later on in the interview, Mark provided a brief 
rehashing of the internal conversation that accompanied this event and his feelings: 
Oh my, I’m able to give this to him. I’m making him feel that way. I’m 
making him make those sounds. I’m getting him hard. I’m responsible for 
his orgasm.  
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Mark’s internal conversation using retrospection has a positive outcome. Mark understood the 
positive feelings that a sexual encounter can inspire after worrying about his attraction to other 
men and societal attitudes about it. 
To-Do List 
 Internal conversations may be using in ways such as scheduling upcoming events or 
planning one’s day. Internal to-do lists help with this. Elements of other uses may accompany to-
do lists, such as decision-making, may be employed to decide, not only what goes on the list, but 
also, what is taken off the list. Self-direction may be used to motivate an individual into actually 
doing the list, while complaining may be involved along with worrying when one wonders if it’s 
possible to finish the list. Despite the amalgam of possible other uses that may be utilized, the 
internal conversation of a to-do list organizes the individual’s day, year, or life. 
 The single instance of an internal to-do list in the current study was provided by Caroline 
(age 50). During her discussion of her masturbatory habits, she was asked what she most often 
fantasized about. Caroline claimed she did not fantasize, instead, she constructed her to-do list 
for the upcoming day: 
Remember to dress business casual for the work breakfast in the morning. 
Do I have time after that to meet with [name deleted] for coffee before 
work? No, probably not. Get to work. Hit the bank on the way to work. I 
have to remember to call the vet and set up an appointment for [cat]. Wait, 
maybe [name deleted] wants to meet up after work for a drink. Ok, that 
works, call [name deleted] and see if it works for her. Not going to come 
(groans in mild frustration). Get some sleep. 
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Caroline’s to-do list employs decision-making when she’s considering whether or not to meet 
someone for coffee. A decision is made during the construction of the list but later an alternative 
plan is offered. Caroline told the interviewer that she is often stressed out by her to-do lists and 
masturbating while making her list relieves the stress.  
Negotiating Ongoing Action 
 Uses, such as rehearsals, prepare the individual for future actions. In some internal 
conversations, however, the conversation is not to prepare for a possible future event, but to 
negotiate an action occurring in the present. Several of the sexual internal conversations in this 
project were connected to sexual acts occurring at the time of the internal conversation.  
 Caroline (age 50) also provided an example of an internal conversation that negotiated 
ongoing action. This example involved her inner dialogue occurring at the moment she is 
engaged in sexual activity with her husband: 
Touch that. Touch that. Touch that. Do that a little harder. Are the dogs 
getting in the way? I’m cold, pull the blankets up. I’m warm, throw the 
blankets on the floor. 
Caroline’s demands of wanting her husband to touch this or that are sometimes only internalized. 
She clarified that this is because she is in the moment and “sometimes the internal is just as 
fine.” She also said that an internal conversation, such as this one, is “instantaneous to the 
moment.” She’s internally taking the action into account and making changes where necessary, 
such as in her temperature comfort level or whether or not the dogs are too close. “It’s pretty 
intimate,” Caroline said about the internal dialogue, “I’m not thinking about what I’m going to 
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have for lunch the next day.” As previously learned, she reserves those internal conversations for 
when she masturbates.  
Complaining 
 Levels of satisfaction are evaluated in internal conversations involving complaining. As 
an evaluative use, sometimes there is a motivation toward future action, other times, it is purely 
an internal release of feelings of dissatisfaction. Chloe (age 22) has difficulty having orgasms. 
When she does, it only comes after a lengthy period of time and often partners give up before 
that timeframe is reached. Often Chloe’s internalized complaints are directed at herself for 
having such difficulty having an orgasm in a shorter period of time, but sometimes it is directed 
at her partners. The internal conversation Chloe relayed is an internal complaint directed at her 
partner who announced he was determined to give her an orgasm. The partner claimed he was 
“going to go down on her and stay there until she had an orgasm”:  
You're going to be down there while I get nothing? Oh, I’m getting into 
that really weird headspace. Why did he have to say he’s gonna do X, Y, 
and Z until I come? Too much pressure. I’m not gonna come. I’m like, 
you can masturbate after he’s left. I can’t. I’ll still be in that headspace. 
The pressure will still be there. I won’t come then either. I just don’t like 
the pressure and the pressure will still be there. 
Chloe’s partner’s determination caused, in Chloe, feelings of being pressured, which only served 
to insure she would not have an orgasm. The internal conversation complains about the ongoing 
action that she is not externalizing. Future action of masturbating is also considered with a 
decision being made.  
  
245
Worrying 
 Worrying, like complaining, is an evaluative use. Worrying weighs level of future 
satisfaction rather than the more immediate satisfaction of the moment, as in complaining. 
Patricia (age 23) expressed worry in an internal conversation as questions she asked herself at the 
time she was losing her virginity. The worries stemmed from thoughts of her partner telling other 
people the next day and what that would mean for her reputation: 
Were people going to treat me different? Was everyone going to hate “the 
slut?” What happens if my parents would find out? How was Dad going to 
deal with it? Would I have any friends left? When you have all these 
things spinning in your head, you aren’t going to like having sex and you 
are never going to come. 
Patricia supplied all the questions in her internal conversation without response. Each question 
was fueled by concern about her future interactions with others. Not only was the internal 
conversation a mental process but had a physical effect on her, she was unable to orgasm.  
Internal Conversations Outside of Sexual Activity 
Self-Direction 
 How one’s sexual well-being is taken into account is sometimes apparent in the self-
direction of internal conversations. For Abby (age 30), her sexual health is always considered 
before she chooses to have sex with someone. Sex is preceded with a negotiation in the social 
interaction between Abby and a potential sexual partner. Abby does not dismiss the possibility 
that she may be drawn into sexual intercourse without discussion and negotiation so the self-
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direction in her internal conversation becomes necessary for her to disregard acting on pure 
sexual impulse and consider her health, safety, and enhancing her chances of sexual satisfaction: 
If I’m even going to fuck him, he’s going to have to talk to me about his 
past. Those are probably going to be touchy subjects. But… I have to find 
out. “Do you have any STIs?” “Can I see your paperwork?” I need to 
know about his past before we even take our clothes off. It’s a 
conversation that’s going to happen if we’re ever going to engage in 
something like that. And I need to know I’m going to get what I want. 
What does he want? Is it even something I’m willing to do? You have 
to… No! You’re going to talk to him about it. You’re open about it. 
Conversations like the one Abby is proposing are not easy. She risks coming off as untrusting or 
too careful. Furthermore, such a conversation could spoil the mood for the other. Abby admits 
it’s easier to move forward with coitus without asking all the questions about sexual histories and 
predilections. That’s the reason Abby reinforces the drive to ask and have the discussion through 
her internal conversation to ensure additional comfort on her part and a greater opportunity for 
sexual reward. Furthermore, in this internal conversation, Abby is not only having a conversation 
with herself, but she is also asking questions to the imagined other without responses.  
 When Lynette was a teenager, she was told that there were two things that would have 
women labeled as “a Ho.” The first was “sucking dick” and the second was wearing red. Both 
were approved as being unacceptable behavior in the environment Lynette grew up. Now, far 
removed from that environment, and as an adult, Lynette still cannot discard the conditions by 
which one would be considered a whore. This socialized conditioning continues to affect her 
relationships with men. It also affects the internal conversations she has when a partner desires 
oral sex: 
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I don’t want to lose this guy just because I don’t want to suck some dick. 
Oh, it’s so uncomfortable but I want to please this person I’m with. You 
have to get over this whole being a “Ho” thing for sucking dick. You’re a 
grown ass woman. If you want to suck some dick, you suck some dick.  
Socialization can ingrain attitudes in individuals that are often difficult to alter, or shed. To give a 
man oral sex was considered to be something a prostitute would do, where and when Lynette was 
raised. Lynette no longer believes women who perform fellatio are prostitutes or whore-like but 
has difficulty shedding that image, particularly when there is the threat that “being a Ho” could 
replace her self-image. Self-direction in her internal conversation reinforces her current beliefs 
about fellatio, and the prevailing attitude of her present social realm.  
 As has been identified in the current study, communicating one’s sexual desires are 
difficult for some individuals. It’s not always a matter of difficulty with extending what one 
wants sexually to another, sometimes the difficulty lies in worrying about the reaction of the 
other. Spencer (age 21) is particularly concerned for the reactions of his girlfriend. The sexual 
abuse of her past has made Spencer more sensitive to how she may react to discussing sexual 
desires. Self-direction in his internal conversation helps him move toward an external discussion 
with his girlfriend. Elements of rehearsal in the internal conversation aid in planning the external 
event and making him more comfortable about the situation, thereby, making the self-direction 
more effective. His desire to be polyamorous was one such situation that called for internal self-
direction: 
I don’t want to bring this up because this is going to bring up some 
insecurities in her. I can’t bring this up in a way that won’t be received as 
“I’m not enough for you.” I know how it’s going to look and I don’t want 
to hurt anyone’s feelings. But she does respond to questions as if I’m 
asking her to do something. So, like if I asked if she likes coffee, not only 
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would she assume I wanted to get her a cup of coffee, but also that I like 
coffee and I’m not going to think immorally of her if she doesn’t. That’s a 
good way to navigate around that. It’ll help communication. I just don’t 
want her to think I want that exclusively. “Do we want to be polyamorous” 
don’t mean I only want to be polyamorous. But the conversation is 
important.  
Adding onto the self-directing himself to have a conversation with his girlfriend about 
polyamory, Spencer also knew he was going to have the same conversations about pegging and 
anal sex: 
Does she like anal or pegging? Because I like receiving. But I don’t want 
her to think she has to do this now or I only want that. She can say,“No.”  
Spencer’s concern for the feelings of his girlfriend is evident in the internal conversations but he 
also realizes the importance of making his feelings known to her for the well-being of the 
relationship, noting the importance of opening up a conversations about their exclusive and 
mutual desires and the fact that she can always say, “No” to anything she is opposed to doing 
sexually. 
Rehearsals 
 As a preparation for action, rehearsals in the internal conversation permit individuals to 
play out possible scenarios and outcomes in a variety of ways before actualizing the event in 
their external environment. Furthermore, rehearsals allow the individual to second guess their 
possible actions and, should their inner rehearsal play out poorly, abandon the idea of acting on 
the thought. Rehearsals in the imagination of the individual may involve preparation for job 
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interviews or likely conflicts with friends or family. Likewise, in sexual terms, rehearsals are 
beneficial to prepare for likely sexual situations, behaviors, or conflicts.  
 At times, rehearsals provide a blueprint should conflict arise. In Maggie’s (24) instance, 
the chance of conflict was a very real possibility in light of her highly stigmatizing sexual 
behavior. On her family farm, as a teenager, Maggie was concerned about her parents 
discovering that she had a sexual proclivity for performing oral sex on dead animals. Often she 
would rehearse what she would say if her mother had caught her. Not only did Maggie rehearse 
what she would say to her mother but added her mother’s voice into the scenario in order to 
predict the full conversation and come to anticipate possible directions the conversation may 
take. Maggie took the interviewer through one such rehearsal: 
Mom would freak out. She’s be like, 
Mom: (screaming) Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God! 
Maggie: (holds hands out in front of her in a self-defense position) Mom, 
I’m sorry. 
Mom: This is so horrible. We are getting you to a shrink. You need help. 
Maggie: Mom, I’m not hurting anyone.  
But she would keep freaking out. I think after she calmed down a bit I 
could talk to her about it a little easier and would probably say, 
Maggie: (very quietly) Hey Mom, I’m sorry. I was just playing around 
this one time. I won’t do it again. 
Maybe that would work. Maybe she would calm down about it all. Or 
(laughs) maybe she would run off and tell my Dad and he would kill me. 
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Maggie said she did not have internal conversations about her father discovering her because 
there was nothing to think about or rehearse, “He would just kill me on the spot.” Internal 
rehearsals allow Maggie to consider possibilities of her mother’s reaction and create potential 
conflict resolutions, as well as prepare a script of what she would say. Returning to Verhofstadt-
Denève’s (2012) typology of psychodramas, the internal interaction between Maggie and her 
mother takes on the first form of interchange, internal-external. Maggie takes on an I-position 
representing herself, but adds in an imagined external character as another I-position 
representing there other. This rehearsal in the mini-society of the mind, then, includes “I as 
myself “ acting upon a particular sexual desire (Maggie) and “I as my mother.”  
 One of Lynette’s (age 28) internal conversations follows the internal-external interchange 
found in Maggie’s narrative. Lynette’s mini-society is populated by two I-positions, “I as a rape 
victim” (Lynette) and “I as rapist" (her attacker). Lynette was raped outside a bar by a man she 
did not know. One way in which Lynette has chosen to deal with her attack is to attempt to find 
her attacker again, seduce him, and have sex with him. By engaging in this consensual act, 
Lynette believes the original non-consensual action becomes consensual and, therefore, she was 
never raped. Lynette rehearses in her mind the various scenarios in which she would seduce the 
man who raped her, should she find him in a bar again: 
When I see him, I’ll walk up to him and buy him a drink. Hopefully he 
won’t remember me. After he gets his drink, I’ll introduce myself and flirt 
with him. Then I’ll ask him out to dinner. Meeting up. Having dinner. 
Actually going to a place. Something to make it comfortable for me. At 
dinner I can get to know that person. Just a casual dinner. At the end of 
dinner I ask him if he wants to go back to my room with me. I need to be 
the aggressor in the situation. I’ll get him to the room and I’ll fuck him. 
Then it’s done. 
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In this rehearsal, the rapist does not speak. Still, the interaction is evident and both I-positions are 
represented throughout. When discussing the rehearsal, Lynette specifically said that the man 
never speaks in her ongoing internal interactions. She also never has an opening line prepared for 
when she meets him. Lynette doesn’t want to think about verbal language in a rehearsal, just the 
means to an end.  
In both internal conversations using rehearsal, preparation for action is recognized, whether the 
action will ever be actualized or not. Only Lynette wanted the rehearsal to move from an internal 
planning to an external action. Maggie was preparing for a conflict that may or may not have 
occurred, but one she hoped would not. Internal rehearsals, such as these, prepare individuals for 
potential sexuality-based interactions by setting the stage with I-positions and working out the 
possibilities. 
Decision-Making 
 The idea that internal conversations can aid in the decision-making process between two 
or more possibilities is evident in another of the internal conversations provided by Caroline (age 
50). Caroline once entertained one-night stands, but not without internal conflict. She imparted 
what was going on in her mind when she was considering to have a one-night stand: 
Is he nice? Is he closer to my attitudes? Am I supposed to be doing this? 
Am I a good person because I’m doing this? God, I hope people don’t 
think I’m a slut, or easy. 
Caroline does not provide answers to the litany of questions that fill her internal conversation. 
Instead, she is posing and contemplating the questions. She is considering how others may view 
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her if they were to find out she has a one-night stand. Her internal conversation aids in her 
decision-making process whether she announces the decision or not. It demonstrates she is 
concerned about her image, her well-being, and the other person.  
Negotiating Ongoing Action 
 In a negotiation of present action, John’s (age 47) internal conversation is not about 
providing comfort or preparing for a sexual act. It is, instead, a matter of security to protect 
himself from the potential of being shamed. John is a foot fetishist but refuses to reveal his 
sexual predilection to his wife of over two decades for fear of the potential of being shamed by 
her. Part of John’s defense mechanism is to avoid looking at or touching her feet in order to 
dismiss the possibility she may come to the suspicion of his fetish. That defense mechanism is 
part of the internal conversation John has with himself. The use of negotiated ongoing action 
reminds and guides John against taking notice of his wife’s feet. John dictated the internal 
conversation that he believes provides him security: 
Oh no, she’s barefoot. Don’t look. Don’t stare. No, you’re not going to 
offer to rub her feet. Get up. Go do something else. If you stay here, 
you’re going to stare. She’ll figure it out. Time to go. 
There is an element of self-direction included in John’s internal conversation that assists the 
negotiated ongoing action as he recognizes that she is barefoot, he realizes that he is tempted to 
stare or touch her feet, he directs himself as to what not to do, and yet, he fears he’ll do 
something to reveal his proclivity for feet, and he directs himself to leave the immediate 
environment. The direction, however, is performed through a negotiated ongoing action. All of 
253
this occurs internally before there is an external action such as leaving the area. The internal 
conversation may protect John’s sexual self from his fears but it also serves to prevent any 
external actualization. 
Wondering 
 Wondering addresses a curiosity or puzzlement an individual has of a situation, behaviors 
by others, or the attitudes of others. Wondering may involve complaining or worrying but not as 
readily on the evaluative level of satisfaction. Often wondering displays a lack of knowledge the 
individual has about an attitude or behavior displayed by others, which may motivate the 
individual to gather information. In the case of Andrew (age 22), he is not interested in having 
his state of wondering satisfied by obtaining further information. His wondering is an expression 
of disgust for gay sexual activity. When Andrew had expressed the idea of “weird sex,” he was 
asked what he considered “weird sex.” The immediate answer on his list was “gay sex.” His 
internal conversation using wondering was relayed following this inclusion on his list: 
How can they do that? How can that even feel good? Don’t they know 
it’s weird? Then I think, “They must get something out of it.” Gross. How 
could they? 
Andrew’s homophobic attitude is reinforced by his use of wondering in this internal 
conversation. The goal is not to better understand the sexual lifestyle of gay men. The internal 
conversation is purely to express puzzlement and disgust, thereby solidifying sexual activities 
engaged in by same sex male partners as “weird sex.” 
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Retrospection 
 Mark’s positive reflection about thinking back on having sex with a man for the first time 
is set against Juanita’s (age 20) retrospection involving actions that would lead to feelings of 
regret following the break-up by a boyfriend: 
Just when everything was so good. Then — nothing. I got over him. I got 
over him by getting under someone else. (Lowers her head and begins to 
shake head regretfully) I shouldn’t have done it. I regret it. It wasn’t fair to 
that guy. Or me. I promise myself I won’t have sex unless I’m in a 
relationship. 
Juanita reacted to a break-up in a manner she found to be reckless and regretful, for both her and 
the other person. But it helped Juanita set her framework and goals for continuing a healthy 
sexual lifestyle. 
Imaginary Internal Conversation 
 Imaginary internal conversations are those that individuals play out but are highly 
unlikely or impossible to occur in the external realm. Examples of these are fantastical 
conversations with God or deceased friends or relations. But imaginary internal conversations do 
not have to resort to such extreme impossibilities, they can be more simple as conversations with 
celebrities or even a job interview with a company for which one clearly does not have the 
resources or abilities to apply. Sexually, imaginary internal conversations can involve sexual 
situations the individual has no intention of pursuing.  
 Oliver (age 56) is well aware of the problematic nature of his cuckold fantasy. Despite 
being his fantasy, he has no interest in actualizing the desire. While he may be aroused at the 
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thought of walking in while his wife is with another man, he has no interest in his wife actually 
having sex with someone else. The reinforcement of this thoughts on his cuckold fantasy is 
provided by internal rehearsals where his fantasy is played out: 
I come home and hear a noise behind the bedroom door. The door is open 
just enough for me to see in and I see my wife and another guy going at it. 
She’s in there with him and I’m turned on but, at the same time, I’m 
getting angry. The more he’s pleasing her, the more angry I get. And he’s 
pleasing her — she’s moaning to beat all hell. Pretty soon the anger is 
more than being turned on and I bust in the door and scream at him. He 
grabs his clothes and runs out. My wife is crying and asking me to forgive 
her. We fuck then and it’s that angry sex.  
The rehearsal does end with a release for Oliver but the idea of everything prior to that is 
abhorrent to him. He was asked about how realistic the rehearsal was: 
Interviewer: Do you think that’s the way it would actually happen? 
Oliver: I think so. If it was real I might punch him in his goddamn face 
as he passed by me. 
Interviewer: Is this the way your fantasy typically plays itself out? 
Oliver: More or less, yes.  
Fantasy sometimes provides a rehearsal prior to behavior to help an individual predict an 
outcome or possible issues and conflicts. These rehearsals also may provide a sexual outlet by 
which the individual does not need to actualize a sexual behavior in the same way the rehearsal 
of an argument may minimize the internal anger of an individual to the point that they do not 
move towards an actual conflict in their external environment. Oliver actually used three external 
I-positions in his internal conversation: “I as cuckold” (Oliver), “I as wife,” and “I as other man.” 
Internal imaginary conversations, such as these, lead individuals through potential sexual 
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interactions by setting the stage with I-positions and working out the possibilities, sometimes in a 
rehearsal-type format, even when the actualization of the event is unlikely.  
Conclusion 
 The mini-society of the mind (Raggatt 2012), wherein the external environment, along 
with the members of the population is internalized, is a subject in vital need of analysis for the 
understanding of selfhood. Dialogues that exist in the imagination between the self and imagined 
others are also an essential component of self formation. A focus on the imagination is crucial in 
order to get to the heart of the current study’s research question of “What role does the internal 
conversation play in sexual self-construction?” The imagination is the linchpin in Cooley’s 
(1927:201-202) looking-glass self: 
Society is an interweaving and interworking of mental selves. I imagine 
your mind, and especially what your mind thinks about my mind, and 
what your mind thinks about what my mind thinks about your mind. I 
dress my mind before yours and expect that you will dress yours before 
mine. Whoever cannot or will not perform these feats is not properly in 
the game. 
 In that mini-society of the mind, we imagine the interplay between internalized others 
and ourselves. We take on the roles of imagined others based on the perceptions we have of those 
individuals. Such interplay consists of having conversations with imagined others, making 
decisions, rehearsing events for potential future behaviors, gathering imagined advice from 
others, and holding ourselves in check against societal norms, among other things. In the goings-
on of the mini-society of the mind, our sexual selves take shape and what individuals externalize 
are based on those internal events. 
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 When connecting the present research to the categories of uses of internal conversations 
defined by the Iowa State University study on internal conversations, a broader picture emerges 
on how individuals use internal conversations with imagined others to further develop their 
sexual selves. In the current study, most respondents used self-motivation in their internal 
conversations, John used internal conversations to protect himself against perceived negative 
reactions against his sexual proclivities, while Mason enhanced his sexual satisfaction by 
motivating himself to behave in a particular way. Maggie also acted, internally, to protect herself 
should her taboo sexual behaviors be discovered by her parents. In rehearsing imagined 
interactions with her mother, Maggie was preparing herself for an unwelcome conflict. Maggie’s 
rehearsal with her mother serves as a successful illustration of I-positions in Herman’s dialogical 
self theory, Maggie externalizes her mother as an imagined other and rehearses a confrontation 
between two I-positions, “I as Maggie” and “I as my mother.”  
 Other uses of internal conversations included Caroline making decisions of whether or 
not to have sex, as well as, negotiating ongoing action when externally directing her what she 
wanted from her partner during the act of sex. Caroline complained about her partner’s 
performance during the sexual acts and Patricia worried about societal reaction to her loss of 
virginity. 
 In each of the internal conversations in the current research, self and dialogue is 
intrinsically connected, as dialogical self theory would suggest. Examining each category of uses 
of internal conversations provides an understanding how the internalization of the external 
environment and generalized and intimate others has a part in the shaping of sexual selves. For 
instance, Juanita’s internal conversation reflected back on having meaningless, emotionless sex 
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with someone in order to get over an ex-boyfriend. The realization, via retrospection, that she 
associates guilt with her actions led to a personal promise that she would not have sex outside of 
a committed relationship again in the future. Who Juanita is sexually, in terms of sexual 
monogamy, can find its origins in her internal conversations. Internal conversations, therefore, 
help individuals understand who they are sexually and aids in the development of sexual selves. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSIONS 
We are the makers of sexual history, in our everyday lives, in our life 
experiments, in the tangle between desire, responsibility, contingency and 
opportunity. We may not make it in circumstances entirely of our own 
choosing, but we have more choice than we often believe or seize (Weeks 
2000:vii, italics in original). 
 A necessary part of understanding that we are makers of our sexual history is to 
acknowledge that sexual selves are dependent upon the symbolic aspects of sexual desires and 
behaviors. There is no aspect of sexuality that has meanings intrinsic to it. Meanings are 
extended to all aspects of sexuality through the communicative process, verbal and otherwise, of 
social interaction. Furthermore, these meanings are not static, as noted with such topics as 
virginity, meanings vary amongst people, places, and cultures. In the case of the social 
acceptability of particular sexual behaviors, such as anal sex, meanings are negotiated and 
renegotiated over time. To understand the sexual selfhood of an individual, one must first 
understand the symbolic sexual meanings that shape the individual’s sexuality. It is not enough to 
know the direct experience of one’s virginity loss; it is necessary to understand the meanings 
placed on virginity loss by both the individual and those members of the social realm in which 
that individual is situated. The researcher of the present study argues that to understand how 
sexual selves are constructed and developed is dependent upon having the individual’s sexual 
narrative and understanding the meanings of significant symbols found in the narrative, most 
readily analyzed through the social processes laid out by symbolic interactionism. This argument 
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is laid out in answering the research questions of this study: (1) What claims are found in the 
narratives of participants in the study regarding their sexuality and how do these claims lead us 
to conclusions about sexual self-construction? (2) What patterns and categories of sexuality 
emerge from these narratives? (3) Do the claims in participants’ narratives support Blumer’s 
(1969) assertions found in his general principles of symbolic interactionism, and (4) What role 
does shame, stigmatization, and internal conversations play in the sexual self-construction 
process? 
Narratives 
 Narratives were provided by fifty research participants. Over the course of the face-to-
face interviews, respondents discussed their sexual history, thoughts, experiences, behaviors, 
attitudes, and aspirations. What emerged from the discussion is the process by which each 
participants’ sexual selves was constructed and developed, along with the meanings associated 
with aspects of their sexuality.  
 People are, as Hermans and Hermans-Jansen (1995) note, motivated storytellers. The 
stories, or narratives, provided to this study, organizes the internal and external sexual 
experiences and attitudes of the storytellers. Such organization allows the participants to make 
sense of their sexuality and more intentionally, and meaningfully, formulate their sexual selves in 
a manner that makes sense to them and the society in which they are situated. The narratives in 
the present research reveal the pathway of self-construction as a process. Noted in these 
narratives are the negotiation and renegotiation of meanings, self-confrontation, consideration of 
261
external influences, self-regulation, reflecting on sexual history, motivations, and both internal 
and external interactions.  
 When Juanita talks about being shielded from sex by her parents, while they did not 
shield her brother, we come to understand the effects of sexual socialization on her sexuality. We 
also are given an example of a sexual double-standard in the sexual socialization process. 
Patricia’s recounting of imitating sexual encounters seen on television with her Barbie dolls 
exemplifies Mead’s (1934) notion of play and games. Keeping all her stories of sexuality 
embedded in her religion, Faari illustrates patterns that resonate through her life-course. When 
Anna discusses keeping sexual desires to herself, away from her partner, she is demonstrating 
negative outcomes that arise in relationships that lack open communication. Compared with 
those who were proponents of open sexual communication, these stories display the importance 
of language and interaction in the development of sexual selves. Intersectionality comes into play 
when Carson discusses not being negatively viewed as a gay man when matters of sex are 
discussed in the corporate world in which he works due to his being white and wealthy. Kevin’s 
desire to have a sexual experience with multiple partners tells the tale of how sexual behaviors 
are based on a motivating behavior, as well as, how people are motivated toward an idealized, 
future possible self. Mason having a sexual proclivity involving diaper fetishism tells a story 
about how he interacts with others, defines himself, and acts upon and manipulates the dynamics 
within his relationships. Patricia, in relaying the story of putting her hands down her pants as a 
child, finding pleasure there, and having her hands slapped by her mother, not only tells the story 
of understanding pleasure before understanding the meaning behind masturbation, but also tells 
the story of understanding shame as a child while not understanding her actions as being sexual. 
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When Annette extends her aspirations about finding someone she can trust, she tells the story of 
her sexual history that led to a loss of trust and how finding a trusting person will advance the 
development of her sexual selfhood. And when Caroline explains the internal dialogue that 
negotiates an ongoing action during a sexual encounter, we understand the dynamics of how our 
internal dialogues are a reflexive interaction with the external social world.  
 In all these narratives, these stories, and the hundreds of other stories narrated for this 
research project, the process by which sexual selves are constructed and developed is evident. 
Without the narratives derived from face-to-face interviews, none of this would be possible. One 
of the egregious errors in Kinsey’s research (1948, 1953) is that he, along with his team, 
interviewed participants in a face-to-face manner but reduced all the stories down to statistical 
data, discarding the essential aspects of the respondent’s contribution — their words and stories. 
In preserving the narratives, as spoken by the research participants, the current study is able to 
present a more robust picture of sexual selfhood and the process by which it is constructed and 
developed over the course of a lifetime.  
Symbolic Interactionism 
 Individuals are active agents, creating the reality of their sexual environment, internal and 
external. They are also involved in influencing the creation of the sexual environments of others. 
Sexual selves are a part of this reality-creation. Selves are created and developed through 
communication and role-taking (Mead 1934). In the process of social interaction, people gather 
sensory information, provide names and categories to the information, and attach meanings to 
significant symbols discovered by naming and categorizing. Meaning, itself, is an interpretation 
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of the naming and categorization provided by others. Thereby, meanings are socially created and 
extrinsic, emerging from interactive communication. Meanings are also not static, in that they 
vary in time, place, culture, and groups. Without proper information, meanings are incomplete 
and social interaction becomes difficult because people react to things based on how they are 
named and the meanings that are attached to them.  
 What designates symbolic interactionism as an apt theoretical perspective in the 
understanding of sexual selfhood is that sexual selfhood is not a purely biological or natural 
entity. While individuals are born with sexual capacities, the current research shows how they 
construct and develop sexual selves in an interactional relationship with the social world. It is not 
a matter of having a biological drive; it is a matter of attaching meaning to that drive and 
learning from and interpreting the meanings of others. One may feel pleasure and become 
aroused when touching their genitals as a child, but that is neither an understanding of what 
masturbation means nor does it immediately lead to learning how to masturbate. Masturbation is 
not the result of an immediate reaction to a pleasurable feeling; it is the result of an active agent 
naming and attaching meaning to the pleasure as a significant symbol, learning from and 
interpreting the meanings designated by others, socially learning about masturbation, and 
actively constructing the reality of masturbation for them, while developing a sexual selfhood 
around the act (“I as a masturbator”).  
 The guiding principles of symbolic interactionism, provided by Blumer (1969), include 
(1) humans act toward things based on the meanings those things have for them, (2) meanings 
are derived through social interaction, and (3) meanings are managed through a process of 
interpretation, negotiation, and renegotiation. Applying these premises to fetishism, a group of 
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people may stigmatize another when it is discovered they have a particular fetish that runs 
counter to sexual normativity. The idea that the fetish contradicts generally accepted social 
norms has been adopted by the group through a socialization process in which they learned to 
react negatively to those who possess the fetishistic desire. The meaning placed on the fetish and 
the learned response arose through an interactional process of socialization. However, over time, 
perhaps more people openly admit to having the same fetish and as the fetish is normalized over 
time, the meaning is renegotiated and begins to lose its negative connotation. This is all part of 
an interactional process that is essential in a social realm of sexuality. In cases of fetishism 
involving the anus or feet, negative social meanings have softened over time and both anal and 
foot fetishism has become far more acceptable than in the past. The changing acceptability of 
sexual behaviors change as meanings are negotiated on said behaviors. Oral sex is a widely 
accepted and practiced sexual behavior for all gender categories (Joyal, Cossette, and Lapierre 
2015), but at the time of Krafft-Ebbing’s work (1965) in the late 1800s, practicing oral sex, 
especially cunnilingus, was a deemed to be confirmation of pathological masochism.  
 Analyzing the data with a grounded theory approach yielded a wealth of sexual patterns 
that, more often than not, spanned across racial, ethnic, class, and gender divisions. These 
patterns, once set to the construct of prevailing categories, revealed a richness of meanings, 
symbols, interactions, and how people interpreted and acted toward stimuli. Participants 
communicated each of these things in their narratives, inductively making symbolic interaction 
an obvious perspective for theoretical application. And in the words of Kimmel (2007:viii, italics 
in original), “What’s ultimately interesting to us about sex is less those moments of animal 
exercise and more about what we think it means.”  
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The Emergence of Patterns and Categories 
 Condensing the patterns that emerge from the narratives, provided by research 
participants, into categories, sexual experiences, desires, behaviors, attitudes, and aspirations are 
organized in a way that helps to make sense of who an individual is sexually and how their 
sexual selves develop. In understanding the construction of sexual selves from collected 
categories, a sense of meaningfulness and order is extended to a greater comprehension of our 
social, sexual world. But the content of each category and concept confirms that meanings are 
neither static nor inherent. Conceptualizing virginity bears out multiple conflicting and fluid 
meanings on what it means to lose one’s virginity. So, while these categories help bring a sense 
of order to the social world, they also illustrate the complex inner workings of our everyday 
sexual lives. 
The Construction of Sexual Selves 
 Sexual selves are reflexive entities. They are constructed and developed through the 
interaction with an individual’s immediate environment and, in turn, they express one’s sexuality 
to others through social interaction. Therefore, the construction and subsequent development of 
an individual’s sexual selfhood is a social process. The narratives of the research participants 
provide stories that explain who they are sexually, how they came to be who they are sexually, 
and their motivation toward a future sexual selfhood. To reiterate the question posed by Mason-
Schrock (1996:176), “To fashion a biographical story imposes a comforting order on our 
experience, but how do we arrive at stories that feel right, that point to authentic selfhood?” 
While this is a difficult question to answer, the researcher in the present project posits that this 
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study provides an answer through the narratives and an analysis of how symbolic interaction 
points to the construction of authentic sexual selfhood.  
 Considering a single example, Chloe (age 22). The pathway of her sexual selves can be 
traced from early biological drives to first meanings attached to sexuality to sexual aspirations. 
Without sexual communication at home, when she was growing up, or a proper sex ed program 
at school, Chloe learned about sex through online pornography, which was credited as a primary 
source of her sexual socialization. She described virginity in terms of a social construction. She 
identified as heterosexual until she understood what it meant to be bisexual (using the Kinsey 
scale), in a shifting of meanings for her which transformed her sexual self. She explained how 
others perceived her as sexually adventurous, which was inconsistent with how she saw herself. 
She considered sex outside of marriage to be a religious construct and, therefore, not something 
that applied to her value system. She revealed how her internal conversations were instrumental 
in making decisions about her interactions with sexual partners. Chloe described how self-
shaming created an inner-conflict with her desire to have sexual experience with multiple 
partners at once. And she provided accounts that helped her cope with sexual trauma. Chloe’s 
narrative, taken as a whole, reveals the dynamic process through which sexual selfhood emerges, 
transforms, is hindered or deconstructed, and develops.  
 Through the categories that emerged from this study, such as socialization, virginity, 
masturbation, and sexual accounts, sexual selves took shape. In total, the narratives provided by 
the research participants highlight the construction of sexual selves in a symbolic interactive 
routine. It is through this process of social interaction that sexuality is demonstrated to be 
something that individuals actively do.  
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The Role of Stigmatization and Shame 
 Historically, members within societies have categorized attributes of people around what 
was deemed to be common, ordinary, and acceptable (Goffman 1963). In doing so, categories are 
established, intentionally or not, that lay outside the categories of acceptable attributes. Certain 
sexual desires and behaviors have been categorized as conditions by which a person may be 
discredited. Homosexuality or fetishism, for instance, have been viewed as conditions which lead 
to particular behaviors considered to run counter to socio-sexual normativity, thereby setting up a 
social problem only prevented or solved by social control (Weeks 2000). In extreme cases, even 
in the present day, social control of these sexual conditions may result in an individual being 
excluded from a community, making job opportunities or housing scarce. There is even the 
possibility of the torture or death of the individual. More commonplace, is the discrediting 
(Goffman 1963) and shaming of the individual by labeling them as a sexual deviant. Shaming 
originates either directly, as when Ken’s mother discovered him playing “Slap Dick” with his 
brothers or through the process of pressured self-shaming via socialization, as in the case of John 
having an understanding that his foot fetish was considered abnormal and, thereby, choosing to 
hide it. Once labeled as deviant or unacceptable, a sexual proclivity, and conduct based on that 
proclivity, becomes a discrediting attribute deemed worthy of shame. Strauss (2009:24) claims, 
“The naming of an object provides a directive for action as if the object were forthrightly to 
announce, ‘You say I am this, then act in the appropriate way toward me’” If we consider the 
sexual double-standard, a man having multiple sexual partners may be labeled a stud and, being 
named as such, other men act in a manner of respect towards him. However, naming a woman as 
a slut for the same sexual conduct will have others acting toward her in a negative manner. To 
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expand upon Strauss’ words: You say I am this — a slut, then act in the appropriate way toward 
me — shaming (based on socially accepted norms). Lynette explained that women enjoy sex just 
as much as men but are not allowed to show it without being labeled a “ho.” The sexual double-
standard that exists today continues to reinforce Victorian values, which has had a profound 
effect on Lynette’s sexual development, along with other women in the current study. 
  Therefore, people are bound to a dualistic world in which they have particular biological, 
sexual drives and capacities that are set against a social world of subjective meanings in which 
others may stigmatize them should their sexual capacities not fall in line with generally agreed 
upon socio-sexual conduct (Plummer 1975). While not denying basic biological facets of 
sexuality, the current study, however, countermands the essentialist argument in favor of a social 
constructionist explanation of sexual self-obtainment. 
 Shame, as an emotional response to stigma, originates in social interaction (Hewitt 1997). 
This shame carries with it a physiological reaction to being stigmatized or, in the case of self-
shaming, from a socially-learned understanding of an attribute being considered to be 
discrediting. Such emotions have implications for selves as they are reflexive of social 
interactions in which the self acts as a direct motivator toward society and is an object directed at 
by society (Denzin 2009). Therefore, through social interaction, the physiological emotion of 
shame is transferred to a social experience as the individual continues to exist as a discredited or 
discreditable person in a world of shared, albeit subjective, meanings.  
 In a reinforcement of the patriarchal system, Victoria’s ex-husband directed the sexual 
experiences of their marriage. He resorted to psychological abuse when she would make 
suggestions for sexual behaviors based on desires she possessed: 
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Victoria: I would bring something to him and he didn’t know how to deal 
with it. Instead of saying, “I don’t know how to deal with it.” he would 
make fun of me. So, it introduced elements of shame.  
Interviewer: How did you deal with this? 
Victoria: Not very well. It hurt my feelings and there were a couple times 
when I asked for things and he went along with it then after it was over he 
made me feel like… he didn’t make me feel anything… but the way he 
behaved afterwards or the things that he said, ummm… I felt ashamed of 
what we had done or there was something wrong with me or bad about me 
for wanting that.  
Victoria’s ex-husband influenced, via interaction, a trajectory shift in her sexual self-
development. Shame arose from opening up or acting upon her sexual desires. But shame, as 
with all other emotions, is not purely a reaction to our external environment. Shame also forces 
us to engage in an interactional, social world. Any reaction from or engagement with the social 
world affects the development or construction of selves. Instead of advancing her idealized 
sexual experiences, Victoria’s sexual progression was hindered and her sexual attributes, making 
up her sexual selfhood, were discredited by others (her ex-husband) and herself (as a result of the 
perceived reactions of others) through a process of self-shaming. Symbolic interactionism is 
concerned with what moves, or prevents the movement of one’s self toward certain behaviors 
and emotions. It is a processional centerpiece in the management of decision-making within 
rational thought (Franks 2003). Therefore, shame, as a behavior-motivating emotion, plays a 
significant role in the developmental process of an individual’s sexual selfhood.  
 Emotions are self-relevant as people use emotions as indicators in the definition of who 
they are (Hochschild 1983; Rosenberg 1990). When the prevailing emotion at hand is that of 
shame, individuals define themselves as discredited or having a self-defining, discrediting 
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attribute. When the discrediting attribute is sexual in nature, sexual selfhood, as a construct, is 
negatively transformed or impeded in its development.  
The Role of Internal Conversations 
 Empirical research on internal conversations has been largely neglected and empirical 
research on sexual internal conversations simply does not exist prior to the current project. The 
role of internal dialogues in sexual self-construction cannot be diminished. Not only do 
individuals inhabit language but their identity and selfhood is dependent upon the language of 
inner speech as is the construction of their social world (Sacks 1989). Most notable is how 
people use inner speech in the form of internal conversation. In the current research, ten uses of 
internal conversations emerged from the data: (1) self-direction, (2) rehearsal, (3) decision-
making, (4) retrospection, (5) to-do list, (6) negotiating ongoing action, (7) complaining, (8) 
worrying, (9) wondering, and (10) imaginary internal interaction. Each of these uses demonstrate 
how people prepare for external social interactions and the implications they have in sexual self-
development and construction.  
 Through the reflexive nature of internal conversations, the external realm is replicated as 
an internal mini-society of the mind in which imaginative interplay is carried out between the 
self and imagined others before being reintroduced to the external social world once again 
(Raggatt 2012). In this process, John protects himself, via negotiating ongoing action, from an 
attribute he believes to be personally discrediting, one that could produce conflict or potentially 
end his marriage. Using self-direction in an internal conversation, Mason is able to direct his 
behavior to maximize the greatest sexual pleasure from his actions and Abby protects her sexual 
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health by staving off immediate sexual pleasure for assurance that her potential partner is 
sexually healthy. Maggie uses internal conversations to rehearse her responses should her parents 
discover her taboo sexual predilection. Chloe both considers the feelings of one inexperienced 
partner during a BDSM encounter through decision-making and also vents frustration at another 
partner’s poor sexual performance by complaining internally. Patricia exists in the mini-society 
of her mind to deal with her worries about how she is perceived sexually. And Andrew reinforces 
his negative sexual attitudes through wondering. In each of these cases, an imagined dialogical 
self interacts with imagined others from one’s external environment which reinforces, 
transforms, develops, hinders, or constructs new sexual selves.  
Caroline: A Case Study 
 Each of the narratives provided by research participants tell the sexual histories, attitudes, 
and aspirations of each individual. In analyzing the narratives using grounded theory, patterns 
begin to emerge from which categories can be constructed and organized. From this point, we 
can: (1) learn how the sexual selves of the participants emerge, transform, develop, and are 
hindered, (2) identify the meanings attributed to significant sexual symbols, (3) understand how 
individuals do sexuality, and (4) consider an individual’s future aspirations of sexual selfhood 
and development. For each narrative, portions were extracted that fit into developing categories 
based on reoccurring and compounding patterns. Taking those extracted portions from each 
narrative and putting them all together provides a better picture of the construction and 
development of sexual selfhood. In this chosen instance, Caroline’s narrative is used for the 
purpose of demonstration. Caroline is a fifty-year-old, white, heterosexual female. She is from 
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California and is married with three children. She identifies as agnostic. She has a Master’s 
degree and works in the food industry: 
Caroline (age 50)
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
Selfhood
1 Discussed playing Barbies with 
friends and acting out perceived 
sexual situations with them based on 
what they had seen on television.
Mead’s (1934) notion of “Play,” wherein 
children imitate roles they observe in 
society (such as playing house or family) 
is a socializing event. Imitating sexual 
observations seen in adults or in the media 
advances the sexual socialization process 
in children as they are introduced to 
sexuality.
2 Came to enjoy lesbian fantasies later 
in life when she was introduced to 
lesbian porn online. In her youth, a 
bisexual, female friend had come onto 
her but she “didn’t feel it yet.” It was 
only when she discovered lesbian porn 
that she found a joy in fantasizing 
about being with another woman.
Socialization is an ongoing, lifelong 
process, not reserved solely for the 
shaping of youth. In this instance, 
Caroline is being sexually socialized in 
her adulthood through online 
pornography. She is discovering new 
desires and meanings of lesbian fantasies. 
The fact that she had opportunities earlier 
in life, when she did not possess those 
desires, demonstrates how sexual desires 
continue to emerge, thereby, showing a 
non-static development of sexual 
selfhood. 
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3 “People are of two minds. They think 
I’m Sandra Dee: sweet, wouldn’t even 
say the word ‘fuck,’ and think I’m 
possibly prudish, which is kind of 
funny. I don’t mind people thinking 
that, then I drop a nice big ‘fuck’ on 
them or talk about sex, it’s surprising 
to them. But I have others who know I 
enjoy [sex] and know I’m not a 
prude.”
Demonstration of multiplicity of sexual 
identities emanating from the perceptions 
of others. Given the opportunity to reject 
the “Sandra Dee” identity, Caroline 
chooses to let some people think that of 
her, despite her knowing the identity to be 
false (at least by her self-identification). 
Her assumptions of the perceptions of 
some thinking she is innocent or a prude 
are verified in their reaction when she 
says “Fuck” or discusses sex. In doing 
this, she breaks the parameters of pure 
imagination of the perceptions of others 
found in Cooley’s looking-glass self.
4 “My mom was hurt when she found 
out a year and a half later [about my 
virginity loss]. She was hurt that I 
didn’t approach her about it but I 
didn’t want to approach her about it. I 
never felt like I needed mom’s 
approval. I only had sex with my long-
term boyfriend in high school so I 
wasn’t a slut — I wasn’t loose — at 
that time (laughs). I didn’t feel bad 
about it. I felt like it was a rite of 
passage. I didn’t intend to hold out for 
marriage like others in school, but 
afterwards, I did realize I was no 
longer able to be a member of that 
club. I don’t think I would have done 
it that young if I wasn’t with the boy I 
was with, who was two years older 
than I was. I wouldn’t have necessarily 
gone that far. It would have just been 
heavy petting a little bit longer. I 
didn’t have some preconceived notion 
I was going to lose my virginity at that 
age.”
Caroline offers the meaning of virginity as 
a rite of passage. In accordance with the 
categorization of virginity set by 
Carpenter (2005), Caroline takes virginity 
as a gateway from being a girl to being a 
woman. 
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
Selfhood
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5 She told a story about a girlfriend 
attempting to act “purer,” and thereby 
“better,” than Caroline and a third 
friend of theirs because she was still a 
virgin. When Caroline and the third 
friend pointed out that she had 
confided in them that she had had anal 
sex in the past, their friend argued that 
anal sex did not count against her 
virginity. “We looked at each other 
and said, ‘It counts, she’s not a 
virgin’”
Meanings of virginity continues in the 
context of sexual behavior. Caroline’s 
girlfriend considers virginity loss to 
include vaginal penetration whereas 
Caroline and a third friend add anal sex 
into sexual behaviors that can account for 
virginity loss. 
6 She once had no use for pornography, 
but claims she didn’t have a moral 
stance against it. She claims that her 
morality issue with porn, like all her 
other morality issues, stem from the 
opinions of others. 
A clear demonstration of the reflective 
nature of social interaction found in the 
ideas of symbolic interaction. The 
attitudes and opinions of others play a 
part, whether accepted or rejected, in 
Caroline’s sexual morality. 
7 Caroline: If someone I was sexually 
active with brought up a fetish, 
hmmm, in the past I probably would 
have laughed at him. Deal broken. I 
would probably have shamed him. But 
that’s changed. Now, I’d figure 
something out. There wouldn’t be any 
shame.                                                                               
Interviewer: What changed?                                           
Caroline: I’ve learned more about 
these things.
Sexuality is not static. With experience 
and education, attitudes and desires have 
the possibility of changing. While the 
attitudes of others once influenced 
Caroline to hold a negative view of 
fetishism. Experience and education not 
only changed her perspective of fetishism 
but also the way she would handle the 
situation if a sexual partner revealed a 
fetish. Furthermore, her ideas about 
shaming have evolved. She once viewed 
fetishism as a discrediting attribute 
worthy of shaming, but that is no longer 
the case. 
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
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8 “In the past we didn’t talk about 
anything, except for penetrative sex. 
We certainly didn’t talk about… 
umm… I hadn’t even thought about 
things like role playing, which is 
pretty vanilla. I didn’t think there was 
more than just regular sex that 
someone I would be with would ask 
for.”
Lack of communication was a hindrance 
in Caroline’s sexual development. 
Without open communication there could 
be no sexual education, ability to assign 
meanings on aspects of sexuality, or 
negotiate meanings. 
9 She noted the “zing” she felt when she 
was a child playing in a pool and a 
water balloon rubbed against her 
“down there.”
With children, even when there is a 
feeling of pleasure from touching the 
genitals, it is not understood as sexual. 
Children may masturbate out of a feeling 
of pleasure but without attributing the 
meanings associated with sexuality. 
Contact with the water balloon provided 
Caroline with the understanding that there 
could be pleasure experienced in genital 
contact but sexual meaning would have to 
be understood in the context of a wider 
portrait of what it means to be sexual. 
10 She revealed that she had one-night 
stands during the time she was an 
undergraduate and in graduate school 
but adds the clarification of not being 
promiscuous by design.
Attributes meaning to what it is to be 
promiscuous versus what it is to have one-
night stands. Does not equate one-night 
stands with promiscuity. This intentional 
differentiation is necessary for Caroline 
who views being promiscuous as a 
discrediting attribute.Understanding that 
others may equate the two, Caroline is 
proactive in attributing different meanings 
to them and, thereby, separating the two. 
She may have one-night stands (not 
discrediting) but is not promiscuous 
(discrediting).
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
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11 Enjoys watching lesbian porn with her 
husband. She likes to fantasize that 
she is the woman having cunnilingus 
performed on her. This fantasy 
expedites her orgasm and fuels her 
wish to include another woman in her 
sexual activities with her husband.  
Uses lesbian porn as a tool to fuel new 
desires and begin the process of what it 
means to be with another person of the 
same sex. Not only does the lesbian porn 
enhance the sexual experience with her 
husband, via fantasy, but also prepares her 
to add another woman into her sexual 
experiences. It also opens up the 
conversation with her husband about the 
possibility of fulfilling her desires with 
another woman. 
12 Caroline: I’m not turned on by a man 
performing oral sex on a woman but a 
woman performing oral sex on a 
woman — that’s far more a turn on for 
me.  
Interviewer: Why do you think that 
is? 
Caroline: I have no idea. Watching a 
man and a woman seems voyeuristic 
for me, like I’ve stumbled in on their 
intimate moment. But with two 
women, it doesn’t seem voyeuristic to 
me. Maybe it’s just one woman 
knowing what another woman wants 
because she has that same genitalia. I 
don’t know. It surprised me that it 
turned me on. I don’t look too deeply 
into it, it’s just my thing. 
Viewing different types of pornography 
further defines what she desires. She finds 
voyeuristic excitement in watching 
women together but not a man and a 
woman. She is sexually satisfied with the 
relations with her husband but desires the 
addition of another woman in their sex 
lives. She satisfies herself by watching 
women pleasure each other, using the 
visual fantasy as a “bookmark” until she 
can involve another woman in the 
actualization of her desires.
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
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13 Stimulation of the anus, whether with 
fingers, the penis, or tongue, is a 
tremendous source of pleasure for her 
that, not only heightens sexual 
satisfaction, but also increases the 
odds that she will experience orgasm.
Caroline’s recognition of sources of 
pleasure changed over the years. This 
recognition often came from an 
understanding of meanings of significant 
symbols. First there was having the 
knowledge that there were more bodily 
sources of pleasure than the vagina. Also, 
that vaginal penetration by fingers 
provided equal or more pleasure than just 
the penis. Caroline came to learn that the 
clitoris was a source of pleasure that 
exceeded that of the vagina and that both 
fingers and the tongue could be used to 
bring pleasure. Finally, Caroline learned 
that the anus had additional meaning than 
that of waste excretion, it could also be a 
source of pleasure when penetrated by a 
penis or stimulated by fingers or a tongue. 
With each new negotiation of meaning, 
Caroline expanded her set of desires. Each 
surge of sexual desire providing her with 
a new set of stimuli to find meaning in. 
Each new desire leading to new sexual 
behaviors, increasing her odds of 
experiencing orgasm. And each of these 
attributions of meanings occurred at 
different stages of her life signifying 
sexual development.
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14 “I love my dildo when my husband 
and I play. I think, for me, a lot of it is 
fingering, finger play, oral sex, and 
toys. Those are the things that are the 
‘ramp up’ to my orgasm. Then the 
actual penetration is the culmination 
— the finale.”
Caroline places meaning on sex toys as an 
instrument of pleasure that expedites 
orgasm. The addition of sex toys into her 
sexual practices is another stage in her 
sexual development. In understanding the 
physical process that leads her to orgasm, 
Caroline better understands who she is 
sexually, which is part of the construct of 
who she is sexually. Sharing this with a 
partner develops an understanding of her 
sexual selfhood for both her and her 
partner.
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
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15 Caroline: I do remember my brother 
backing me into a corner, when I was 
in kindergarten, because he heard 
some term and I think he… there was 
no penetration, but grinding or 
something like that. 
Interviewer: Do you remember the 
term? 
Caroline: No. I don’t. 
Interviewer: You were how old?
Caroline: Kindergarten or first grade. 
Interviewer: And he was how old?
Caroline: Let’s see… ummm…. third 
or fourth grade. 
Interviewer: How did this resolve 
itself? 
Caroline: I think I probably pushed 
him away and said, “Back off!” It’s 
always bothered me. One of those 
things that sets in the back of my 
mind.  
Interviewer: Still to this day?
Caroline: Yeah, but it’s not something 
I like to talk about or feel okay talking 
about. I was worried he saw me as 
sexual in some way, but I don’t think 
he did. He heard something. I don’t 
think he was trying to “do it” with me 
— his sister.  
[…] And the tickling. Oh my God! I 
didn’t trust him because he would pin 
me down and tickle me and pin my 
arms down. I couldn’t breathe! To this 
day, I cannot be tickled, even playful, 
sexual tickling. I hate the zap. I don’t 
want to be poked in the sides. I don’t 
want someone holding my foot and 
tickling me. It’s from when he held me 
down and I couldn’t breathe. I panic 
just thinking about it.
Caroline's experience with her brother 
demonstrates the development of sexual 
selfhood in both herself and her brother. 
The event was Caroline’s first exposure to 
something she understood to be sexual 
and she attributed her brother’s actions to 
a social act that he may not have 
understood as sexual but, rather, 
something he had seen or heard about at 
school, or amongst friends, and had 
curiosity about it. This event, as her first 
experience as something to which she 
attached a meaning of sexuality, was a 
traumatic event for her that still affects 
her to the current day, even bringing back 
uncomfortable feelings when discussing 
it. The feelings that arose from the 
instance had a hindering effect on her 
sexual development. Partially because it 
scared her and partially because the 
thought of her brother, even for a brief 
moment, seeing her as sexual at that 
young age, made her uncomfortable. In 
addition to this event, her brother pinning 
her down and tickling her also affected 
her sexual development in that it 
cemented sexual dislikes. She specifically 
mentions a dislike of “even playful, 
sexual tickling” when talking about it. She 
did not say that her brother viewed the 
tickling as sexual but the physical contact 
and the sensations that she disliked 
transferred to the sexual realm of tickling. 
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16 “When I was younger, I discovered 
that there could be some pleasure there 
but I didn’t do it very often because I 
heard in movies, not my parents or 
religion, it was in movies I heard that 
dirty people… bad people masturbate. 
They talked about it in a very 
shameful way.”
Stigmatization played a part in the 
hindrance of her sexual self-development 
in the way masturbation was addressed in 
her immediate environment growing up. 
She understood that pleasure could be 
derived from the touching of one’s self, 
but until meanings are associated with the 
pure sensation of pleasure, it is not sexual. 
Meanings eventually placed on 
masturbation, for Caroline, came from 
being socialized, via media sources, to 
attribute stigma to those who masturbated 
(dirty and bad people). This quote shows 
that process from masturbation being a 
sensation of pleasure to having a stigma 
and discrediting meaning attached to it. 
The stigma and resulting self-shame 
prevented Caroline from masturbating 
very often protecting her from being 
perceived as a bad or dirty person and, 
ultimately, hindering her sexual self-
development.
Narrative Contribution to Construction of Sexual 
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17 Raised in an environment where her 
father was known to be involved with 
women other than her mother. 
Following the divorce, Caroline lived 
primarily with her mother who vilified 
Caroline’s father’s sexual behaviors. 
Despite the negative connotations 
about infidelity that Caroline was 
socialized in, she was not swayed 
from behaviors similar to her father 
while feeling the guilt from the lessons 
she had been given about cheating on 
partners. Caroline claims that, for a 
long time, she was affected by her 
father being unfaithful. In one 
instance, she recalls her feelings after 
going on dates with another person 
while her boyfriend was out of town: 
I felt like I was just continuing the 
legacy of cheaters. That bothered me. I 
felt like I was a bad person — which 
meant that I felt like my dad was a bad 
person, I guess. When my boyfriend 
found out, he said, “Well, everybody 
knows who you are. Everybody knows 
what kind of person you are.” So, it 
made me paranoid that everybody 
thought I was this bad person, because 
I’d done this. Even though lots of 
people had done that. So, a lot of 
judgement placed on me. God, I don’t 
even like thinking about all of that!
One explanation for Caroline needing to 
differentiate one-night stands from 
promiscuity was to distance her own 
actions from the noted actions of her 
father labeled as promiscuous. Caroline 
heard her mother, on a regular basis, 
stigmatize her father’s actions, thereby 
being socialized to stigmatize those who 
engaged in promiscuous lifestyles. When 
Caroline found herself acting in ways her 
father may have or when others pointed 
out that Caroline was acting in ways 
reminiscent of her father, Caroline, 
finding herself in a discrediting position, 
defended her actions by using face-work. 
She notes that she’s not the only person 
who behaves in that manner — “lots of 
people had done that.” She also works to 
renegotiate meanings, such as making a 
distinction between one-night stands and 
promiscuity. In this way, she is redefining 
who she is sexually to her audience and 
she is writing her own sexual history. 
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18 “Is he nice? Is he closer to my 
attitudes? Am I supposed to be doing 
this? Am I a good person because I’m 
doing this? God, I hope people don’t 
think I’m a slut, or easy.”
An internal Conversation. The use of this 
internal conversation is decision-making. 
This internal conversation provides 
assistance for Caroline to decide if she 
should be sleeping with the person she is 
considering having sex with. It is in the 
context of a one-night stand so Caroline is 
setting her sexual desires against social 
expectations. If others discover she 
engaged in this one-night stand, she may 
be stigmatized and slut-shamed. She is 
aware of this and the internal conversation 
is aiding in decision-making process.
19 “Remember to dress business casual 
for the work breakfast in the morning. 
Do I have time after that to meet with 
[name deleted] for coffee before 
work? No, probably not. Get to work. 
Hit the bank on the way to work. I 
have to remember to call the vet and 
set up an appointment for [cat]. Wait, 
maybe [name deleted] wants to meet 
up after work for a drink. Ok, that 
works, call [name deleted] and see if it 
works for her. Not going to come 
(groans in mild frustration). Get some 
sleep.”
An internal conversation. The use of this 
internal conversation is a to-do list. 
Masturbation is a sexual practice with the 
goal of sexual pleasure for sexual 
satisfaction. Often the practice is 
accompanied by either watching 
something sexual or imagining a sexual 
fantasy. In Caroline’s case, the goal is not 
sexual pleasure or satisfaction, the goal is 
stress relief. Caroline plans for her 
upcoming day by masturbating and 
attempting to relieve her stress as she 
constructs her to-do list. For Caroline, this 
demonstrates a shift in meaning of 
masturbation from pleasure to a tool for 
stress relief based on the rigors of her 
everyday life.
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These excerpts from Caroline’s narrative were derived during a grounded theory analysis of the 
data and, via theoretical induction, were situated within a symbolic interactionist framework in 
order to understand the construction and development of Caroline’s sexual selfhood. The sexual 
experience is not the same for everyone but patterns do emerge from respondent to respondent, 
such as reactions to stigmatization, types of sex education, ways in which people were sexually 
socialized, sexual attitudes, and sexual aspirations. In the analysis of the patterns, using symbolic 
interactionism as a theoretical backdrop, a greater understanding is manifested as to how sexual 
selves are constructed and developed in the sexual life-course experience. 
Justification, Limitations, and Future Direction of the Current Study 
 Sex plays an important part in the lives of many people and the make-up of their 
selfhood. Not only are we a part of a sexualized world but, as Hawkes (1996:1) notes, “Sex 
20 “Touch that. Touch that. Touch that. 
Do that a little harder. Are the dogs 
getting in the way? I’m cold, pull the 
blankets up. I’m warm, throw the 
blankets on the floor.”
An internal Conversation. The use of this 
internal conversation is negotiating 
ongoing action. In this instance, she is 
negotiating the ongoing action of a sexual 
encounter with her husband. The direction 
to “touch that” is an internal direction, 
one that Caroline does not feel the need to 
make audible. According to her, the 
internal direction is all she needs but she 
could make external changes as needed, 
such as pulling up the blankets if she’s 
cold. But by keeping the wish for change 
internal, such as “Do that a little harder,” 
she is not fully receiving the sensation she 
desires. 
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occupies a position parallel to death. Both are associated with life…” The importance of 
sexuality in everyday life more than justifies the current study but, in addition to this, the 
dynamics of sexuality require constant study as past studies become incomplete with the 
continual, seemingly almost daily, changing of sexual attitudes, behaviors, and meanings. As a 
new meaning is attached to a sexual behavior, a study becomes insufficient. As a new sexual 
orientation emerges, categorization changes and a study becomes outdated, and perhaps insulting 
to the newly emerged group. This is evident in the ever-evolving sexuality alphabet 
(LGBTQQIAP2DS+). The current study holds a justified and significant place in the 
compendium of sexuality studies in that the narratives provided extend over a broader life-course 
than most studies on sexuality and categories of sexuality are addressed in a more detailed 
fashion than in most studies, such as fetishism, which is largely ignored in the literature. 
Furthermore, the present research makes a more detailed connection of sexuality to the 
mechanism of social interaction than most studies, while analyzing the meanings and symbols of 
sexuality through a symbolic interactionist account.  
 As is sometimes the case with studies embedded in dissertation requirements and issues 
of time and resources, the sample population of the current study is insufficient (N=50). The 
meager sample population, in relation to moving toward a more robust understanding of sexual 
selfhood, is limited in its ability to generalize the findings to a broader population. In addition, 
the scope of the project needs to be widened, which would provide a more expansive inclusion of 
any number of sexual variables. Analysis of intersectionality in sexuality, for instance, is 
insufficient in the current study as patterns that emerged from the data, more often than not, 
displayed a commonality across categories of race, class, and gender. Issues of intersectionality 
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were noted in dynamic examples but with a larger sample population, analysis of 
intersectionality may prove to be more readily addressable. The same applies to issues such as 
participants with children. Thirteen of the fifty participants in the study (26%) reported having 
children, and yet, with a rare exception, respondents did not discuss their children. How they 
plan to socialize their children into the socio-sexual world, hopes they have for their children’s 
sexual futures, and their attitudes about their children’s potential sexual selfhood are a necessary 
component in the analysis and understanding of their own sexual selfhood. A more expansive 
sample population of respondents with children may correct this glaring omission. 
 This study, which began with a master’s thesis, does not, however, end here. The 
expectations are to advance this study with the inclusion of several hundred, if not thousand, 
more narratives. The current research project added a focus on stigmatization and internal 
conversations as additional variables of note. Future research into the understanding of how 
sexual selves are constructed and developed must include focus on a broader range of variables 
found to contribute to sexual selfhood. A warning, offered by Plummer (1975) threatened that 
sexuality must become a public experience otherwise studies, like his, readily become outdated. 
It is the intention of this researcher to continue this work with a wider scope and sample with 
increasing public openness. 
Conclusion 
 What is accomplished in this only study of its kind, directly concentrated on sexual 
selfhood construction and development from a symbolic interactionist perspective, is the 
provision of an explanation, as well as the production of a basic conceptual underpinning for 
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which to understand how sexual selves are constructed. Narratives and accounts, in this study, 
accentuate the manner in which sexual selves emerge. The argument that sexual selves are socio-
culturally constructed (Plante 2007) and individuals, as social actors, do sexuality (Jackson 
2007), lies at the very heart of symbolic interactionism.  
 This project started with looking at how people explain how they became who they are 
sexually. From this, under a symbolic interactionist framework, the following can be empirically 
stated: (1) sexual selves are constructed and developed through the process of interaction. (2) 
Sexual selves are not static. They are created, developed, transformed, hindered, deconstructed, 
and recreated in an ongoing interactive process throughout the life-course. (3) Sexual selves are 
explored through sexual scripts. (4) Sexual selves are the result of negotiations in the social 
realm. (5) Sexuality is something we actively do. (6) Sexual selves are presented by active social 
actors in the social realm and, the performances of whom are accepted or rejected by an audience 
of others, both intimate and generalized. (7) An individual has the capacity for a multiplicity of 
sexual selves. (8) Social actors are goal-oriented toward future possible selves based on negative 
and positive experiences of the past and present, which combine to create an imagined, idealized, 
future possible self. (9) Sexual selfhood is deeply rooted in socio-cultural discourses. And (10) 
the framework of social selves contain sexual subjectivity, sexual identities, and socio-cultural 
variables (Plante 2007). These verifiable facts regarding sexual selves are upheld in the basic 
premises of symbolic interactionist argument. Using these basic premises as a springboard from 
the present study provides a pathway to subsequent and advanced understanding of the 
construction of sexual selves. 
 While sexual experience may be different for everyone (Offit 1983), patterns emerge that 
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illuminate shared meanings. In this addition to the scholarship of sexuality, those shared 
meanings are explored in the context of our sexual selfhood. An expanded and updated study is 
necessary, however, within the continuing evaluation of our evolving socio-sexual world and the 
sexual selves that inhabit it.  
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access to data from private records (e.g., student, medical, or employment records, etc.) that are 
Institutional Review Board 
Office for Responsible Research 
Vice President for Research  
2420 Lincoln Way, Suite 202 
Ames, Iowa 50014 
515 294-4566 
 
 
FAX 515-294-4267  
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
Title of Study: Speaking Through the Silence: Narratives and Interaction in the Construction of 
Sexual Selves 
Investigator: David W. Wahl 
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 
You are invited to participate in a research study. This form has information to help you decide 
whether or not you wish to participate—please review it carefully. Research studies include only 
people who choose to take part—your participation is completely voluntary and you can stop at 
any time.  
Please discuss any questions you have about the study or about this form with the researcher 
before deciding to participate.  
Introduction and Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to better understand the manner in which sexual selves are 
constructed and how sexual selves continue to develop and emerge in social interaction.  
Eligibility to Participate  
You are being invited to participate in this study because you have demonstrated a willingness to 
volunteer to be included in the current research project. Either you came directly to the 
researcher with your willingness to participate or you became interested after being contacted by 
an acquaintance about the study. 
You should not participate if you are uncomfortable with discussing your sexuality or if you are 
under 18 years of age. 
Sexuality is here defined as the capacity to have sexual desires and act upon those desires. 
Description of Study Procedures 
If you agree to participate, I will meet with you at a place and time of your comfort and 
convenience to document your narrative including your sexual stories and experiences, 
including, but not limited to your sexual memories, influences, attitudes, and perceptions. Other 
methods available for the interview are Skype/Facetime/Scopia. With your permission, I will 
313
digitally audio record the interview. If you choose to meet in person, the interview will take 
anywhere from 60 minutes or longer depending on the time you offer to the project. 
Expected Time or Duration of Participation:  
Your participation will last for any amount of time that you offer to the study. Past interviews 
have been as brief as 1 hour and as long as 5 hours. If you should decide to change answers or 
make clarifications to answers at a later time, that will require additional time that will be 
dependent upon the time you choose to offer. Should you choose to clarify or change answers in 
the future, you may do so by contacting David Schweingruber (515.294.4079 / 
dschwein@iastate.edu) and providing an identifying randomized number that is assigned to you 
upon the signing of this consent form. 
Risks or Discomforts 
As you are already aware that this study involves a discussion of your sexual experiences, 
attitudes, and perceptions, and with your agreed upon participation, I do not foresee any risks to 
you other than those encountered in day-to-day life. However, while participating in this study 
you may experience the following risks or discomforts: (1) embarrassment or emotional 
discomfort from answering sensitive questions or (2) an emotional reaction coming from the 
recall or discussion of a sexually traumatic event (known as a triggering event). In the case of 
embarrassment or discomfort, you may skip or choose not to answer any question or continue 
with the study if you choose. In the case of a triggering event, which has the potential of 
occurring days after an interview, a list of resources, attached to this consent form, will be 
provided. It is important to remember that you control the direction of this interview. You do not 
need to discuss any aspect of your sexuality that you choose to keep private. Questions of sexual 
abuse or trauma will not be introduced by the researcher, only you as the respondent may address 
such issues.  
There may be risks or discomforts that are currently unforeseeable at this time. We will tell you 
about any significant new information we learn that may relate to your willingness to continue 
participating in this study. 
Benefits to You and to Others 
It is hoped that the information gained in this study will benefit society by advancing our 
understanding how we construct and develop sexual selves.  
You are not expected to directly benefit from participation in the study. 
Costs and Compensation  
There are no costs or compensation related to this research project. 
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Your Rights as a Research Participant 
Your rights as a research participant include: 
•Participating in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part in the 
study or to stop participating at any time, for any reason, without penalty or negative 
consequences.  
•Any new information that may make you change your mind about being in this study will 
be provided to you. 
•You will be given a copy of this consent form for you to keep. This will be provided by the 
researcher prior to the interview. 
•You do not waive any of your legal rights by signing this consent form. 
•You have the right to refuse to respond to any question or part of the interview. 
•You have the right to change your mind and leave the study at any time without giving a 
reason. 
•If you withdraw from the study early, any information you have provided can be removed 
from the study and destroyed if you choose. Data obtained at the time of your early departure 
will only be retained and analyzed with your full permission. 
•Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship to Iowa State 
University, nor will a refusal to participate result in a penalty or loss of benefits. 
If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, please 
contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, (515) 294-3115, 
Office for Responsible Research, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa 50011.  
Confidentiality 
Research records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by 
applicable laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available without your permission. 
However, it is possible that other people and offices responsible for making sure research is done 
safely and responsibly will see your information. This includes federal government regulatory 
agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the Institutional Review Board (a 
committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy 
study records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain private 
information.  
To protect confidentiality of the study records and data, the following measures will be taken:  
•Records of this study will be kept private and locked in digital print safe in the researcher’s 
office. Only the researcher has access to the records. 
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•Should you agree to have your interview audio recorded, the researcher will destroy the 
recording after it has been transcribed (often within a week). 
•Your name and all other identifiable information (such as specific locations or place of 
employment) will be omitted from all research records. Your name will not be associated 
with this study with the exception of your signature on the consent form. The consent form 
will be stored separately from any data obtained. 
In cases where you report either abuse/neglect of a minor or dependent adult, or the imminent 
threat of harm to yourself or others, I may have to break confidentiality by notifying the 
appropriate authorities to assure the safety of you and others.  
In addition, the researchers may share information if necessary to prevent serious harm to you or 
someone else; for example, if the researchers learn of ongoing child abuse or neglect, or the 
imminent threat of harm to you or others, they may share this information with the appropriate 
authorities. With this exception, information about you will only be used by the research team for 
the project described in this document. 
Questions  
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. For further information about 
the study, contact David Schweingruber 
        515.294.4079 
        dschwein@iastate.edu 
Your Consent 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to participate in this study. Make sure you 
understand what the study involves before you sign. If you have any questions about the study 
after you agree to participate, you can contact the researcher using the information provided 
above.   
I am 18 years of age or over and agree to take part in this study. 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
  
             
Participant’s Signature     Date  
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For Online Participation: 
By clicking below, you are agreeing to participate in this study. Make sure you understand what 
the study involves before you agree. If you have questions about the study after you agree to 
participate, you can contact the research team using the information provided above. Before 
participating, this document must be signed and either faxed or scanned and emailed to the fax 
number or email address that accompanied this consent form. 
You may print a copy of this form for your files. 
  
        I certify that I am 18 years of age or over and agree to participate in this research study. 
         IRB ID: ____19-063_____ 
317
APPENDIX C 
DEMOGRAPHICS
